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ABSTRACT
THE HELP / HURT DUALITY AT WORK IN MAKEUPALLEY.COM
PRODUCT REVIEWS
SEPTEMBER 2017
LISA WORTMAN RARING, B.A., DAVIDSON COLLEGE
M.A., SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Erica Scharrer
This dissertation examines online product reviews posted by members of an online
beauty social network called MakeupAlley (commonly referred to by its members as MUA). A
mixed method study involving quantitative and qualitative content analyses of MUA product
reviews was conducted to explore and test a framework identified here as a “duality” at work in
MUA product reviews – specifically, a help / hurt duality framework.
The help / hurt duality framework is tested by examining the extent to which MUA
enables its members to (1) help one another circumvent advertising by distinguishing “good” or
effective products from “bad” or ineffective ones, while at the same time (2) inadvertently hurt
one another by recommending the purchase of arguably unnecessary products. By encouraging
others to purchase these products, reviewers contribute to a highly commercialized, materialist
culture. MUA members thus participate in continuing the status quo in which beauty and
appearance are chief markers of satisfaction and success.
I propose that both sides of the duality framework – the help side and the hurt side –coexist in MUA product reviews. That is, MUA is a notably consumerist, commercial entity in and
of itself, and by its very existence “hurts” consumers by drawing attention to and perpetuating
discussion about products those consumers do not need. At the same time, MUA product
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reviews appear to be 100% consumer-generated and MUA does not edit content, thus providing
a (“helpful”) forum for members to drive the nature and purpose of the MUA site by way of the
content they themselves produce and choose to make public.
In sum, the purpose MUA serves for consumers, the agency MUA-ers have in shaping
that purpose in the form of their reviews, and the overarching role MUA and MUA-ers have on
others’ purchasing decisions and behaviors make for a complex and multi-faceted relationship
between the site and its members that is both “helpful” and “hurtful” at the same time – a
complexity deserving of study. The framework of a duality at work in online product reviews,
both supported and complicated by media and cultural studies theories as well as consumer
psychology, is explored in this dissertation.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
MakeupAlley
On a Monday afternoon at 5:26 p.m. 3,140 people are logged on to an online beauty
social network called MakeupAlley (MUA). A handful of reviews most recently posted by
MakeupAlley members are highlighted on the site’s home page, one of which discusses a
particular brand of waterproof mascara:
I agree with some of the comments below. The brush is really rubbery and while its [sic]
flimsy while taking it in and out of the tube I did not feel it was flimsy during application.
The formula is your typical DS [drug store] mascara. Also, I have raccoon eyes at noon
when I put it on at 8 a.m. I will not repurchase.
Another MakeupAlley member reviews a pressed powder that promises matte skin:
This is one of my HG [holy grail] products. I’ve had mine for over a year and use it every
day twice a day and I still have tons of product left with pan showing. I did have to buy
replacement puffs, but you get two for about six dollars so I only had to buy one
package a year. I will definately [sic] purchase once mine finishes, which will probably be
another five months.
A third MakeupAlley member reviews an eye makeup remover:
I bought this based on all the positive reviews but I am totally disappointed by it. First of
all, it burns my eyes, and they were still burning hours after I used it. Also, I have to use
a lot of it and even then, I have to work hard to remove my stubborn mascara. No
thanks. I’ll stick to my [current product] – the best I’ve found for completely removing
every last trace of my beloved [mascara] They’re [sic] real mascara. Will not repurchase
this.
The reviewers referenced here represent a very small fraction of the 1.1 million
registered members of MakeupAlley. Founded by Hara Glick in 1999 “as a small community of
beauty consumers,” MUA has grown over the past 18 years to become one of the most popular
online social networks devoted to “all things beauty” (Saint Louis, 2011). Hara Glick
acknowledges MUA’s role in facilitating connections among its users; she describes member
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interaction as “really nice, one-on-one interaction with another person who also has a love of
makeup and beauty” (Leff, 2002).
The MUA website is located online at www.makeupalley.com and welcomes anyone
with an email address to create a member profile with access to “millions of member generated
product reviews, message board posts, shopping diaries and photo pages covering topics such
as makeup, hair care, fragrance, travel, fashion, food, home DYI, skin care, parenting, bath &
body, fitness, wedding, nails, and & [sic] other topics of the day. MakeupAlley provides real-time
information, advice and friendship from our huge community of active members” (Saint Louis,
2011). Additionally, registered MUA members can view and post pictures, exchange or “swap”
products with others, and send emails to other members.
MakeupAlley as a network is defined not only by its registered members and their
common interest in beauty- and health-related products and topics, but also by shared
language. MakeupAlley is commonly referred to by members as “MUA,” and members refer to
themselves and other members of MUA as “MUA-ers.” Exceptionally effective beauty products
are referred to as “HG” or “Holy Grail” products, named as such because they are believed to be
the best possible products on the market for achieving a particular goal (for instance, creating
long lashes). As its name implies, a Holy Grail or HG product represents conquest over a
“problem” with one’s appearance.
Terms like Holy Grail are prevalent throughout MUA posts and are commonly used by
MUA-ers without need for definition or explanation to other members. And, these terms are not
unique to MUA; instead, they are unique to beauty bloggers and reviewers of beauty products
and so appear across the Web wherever beauty products are a topic of discussion. For example,
in addition to the MUA site references to HG and Holy Grail products appear on such beauty
blogs as beautybroadcast.ning.com, and such beauty websites as Allure.com.
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The common acceptance and usage of the term “Holy Grail” –an object with religious or
at very least sacred meaning—among beauty bloggers and reviewers to describe especially
effective products speaks to the significance of beauty products for these consumers, as well as
the time and energy a large number of them are willing to invest in order to find products that
“work.”
While the many types of member interactions facilitated by MUA, including the
language shared by members and their ability to “swap” products via the MUA site, are
compelling and worthy of study; however, the current research focuses on MUA as a forum for
consumer reviews of beauty- and health-related products.
MakeupAlley’s Organizational Structure
In order to learn more about MUA, including its organizational structure, if or how it
edits the reviews MUA-ers submit, and whether or not some MUA members receive payment to
post reviews, the researcher sent an email to “MUA Support” using the email function accessible
through MUA’s “Contact Us” link at the bottom of the MUA homepage:
support@muasupport.zendesk.com. A copy of the researcher’s email to MUA on April 20, 2014,
appears here:
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April 20, 2014 8:04 p.m.
Hello!
My name is Lisa and I am a long-time member of MUA. I have a few questions about
MakeupAlley, below:
- Would you mind telling me who owns or runs MakeupAlley?
-Is the content on MakeupAlley (such as the product reviews) filtered or edited at all
before it goes up on the site?
- If the content is filtered or edited in some way, is there a MakeupAlley "editor" or
someone in charge of previewing or filtering this content?
-Lastly, is MakeupAlley aware of any instances where reviewers are paid to review
products?
Thanks so much for your time, I appreciate your help answering these questions!
Best wishes,
Lisa
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MUA replied to the researcher’s email within 3 days, citing a link to a New York Times
article that the researcher had previously found online via Google search and cited in the
current study. MUA’s reply email appears below:

April 23, 2014 09:39 AM
Hi Lisa,
Thanks for writing.
Here's a great article about MUA & how it started:
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/28/fashion/at-makeup-alley-advice-from-onlinepeers.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&
MakeupAlley reviews are not editorial and content is 100% user-generated.
Vendor participation or reviews written on behalf of a vendor/paid review service are strictly
prohibited and may be removed by us at any time. You've probably seen that we have a flagfunction for this in case members suspect reviews are suspicious. They are also encouraged to
contact us here. We then look into each of the reports individually and proceed at our
discretion.
We hope that has helped, Lisa. We wish you a lovely week ahead!
Best,
The MUA Support Team
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Following a close read of the New York Times article by Saint Louis (2011), referenced in
MUA’s reply email, the organizational structure of MUA remains hazy. The article identifies Hara
Glick as MUA’s “low-profile” and “New York-based” founder in her 40s, and mentions MUA’s 1.1
million registered members as of July 2011. At the time of the article’s publication in 2011 it was
also noted that MUA “employs fewer than 10 people” and “makes its money solely from
advertising” (Saint Louis, 2011). Apart from these few details the researcher found very little
additional information about the structure or people behind MUA.
Despite the limited amount of information available to the researcher about MUA’s
organizational structure, MUA’s reply email contained some information about the content
appearing on the site. Specifically, MUA confirmed that the site does not edit reviewers’ posts
before publishing them online. Also, as discussed later in connection with a research question
posed in this study, MUA reported no knowledge of reviewers being paid to post on the site,
and described such a practice as “strictly prohibited.” MUA does, however, feature
advertisements for beauty- and health-related products on the site.
The Help / Hurt Duality Framework
This dissertation is framed within what I call a duality at work in MUA product reviews.
Pragmatically speaking, this duality framework serves to narrow the focus of this study, which is
interested in such broad topics as beauty and consumer culture, self-objectification, cognitive
dissonance, and awareness of manufacturer and marketer interests.
On one side of the “help/hurt” duality, online product reviews are a means for MUA-ers
to “help” one another by describing the effectiveness (or ineffectiveness) of products, and
thereby encouraging or discouraging the purchase of, or at very least discussion about, these
products. Reviews posted by MUA-ers help other consumers circumvent manufacturers’ and
marketers’ efforts to promote and sell beauty- and health-related products, such as cosmetics
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and weight loss pills. MUA thus joins other websites in “democratizing” information – providing
a user forum and broad platform to share the experiences of the individual widely.
The other side of the duality framework, the “hurt” side, contends that MUA-ers who
post product reviews inadvertently hurt others by promoting the consumption of arguably
unnecessary products as “effective” or necessary, and thereby assuring the continuation of the
status quo in which beauty and appearance are chief markers of satisfaction and success.
Indeed, the MUA website itself is a consumerist and commercial site that is both driven
by consumers and facilitates discussion about consumer products. By virtue of MUA’s very
existence the forum arguably “hurts” consumers by encouraging their participation in reading
and reviewing products, ultimately drawing attention to and perpetuating discussion about
products they do not need. It is also important to note that advertisements are a vehicle for
oppressing women, and ads appear all over the MUA website. Like advertisers, when MUA-ers
post product reviews on MUA they assume (though inadvertently) agency over the kinds of
messages other consumers see, and thus themselves assume the role of agents in oppression.
I propose that the two sides of the help/hurt duality co-exist and interact in different
ways. Members may have altruistic intentions when recommending “effective” products to
others, while at the same time both inadvertently supporting manufacturers in the sale of
products, and contributing to others’ anxiety about their appearance. MUA-ers may also work
against the interests of manufacturers and marketers by posting their negative experiences with
products and encouraging others to avoid their purchase decisions. These potential interactions
are explored by the hypotheses and research questions posited in this mixed method study,
which relies on quantitative and qualitative content analyses of consumer product reviews
posted on MUA.
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Online Shopping and Search vs. Experience Goods
The help/hurt duality applies to societal and cultural effects beyond MUA when it comes
to online product reviews. Just as MUA-ers arguably help and hurt one another by encouraging
or discouraging the purchase and use of beauty products, women and men of all ages and races
promote and disparage products in the form of online reviews visible to consumers around the
globe (Nielsen, 2010).
Nielsen’s “Global Consumer Report” (2010) for example, explores trends in online
shopping in 55 markets across Europe, North and South America, the Middle East and Asia
Pacific (p.4). This report highlights the growing popularity of online shopping around the world,
and identifies product reviews as one of the great benefits of internet shopping for consumers.
The report (2010) finds a global average of 40% of consumers who would refrain from
purchasing consumer electronics until reading online reviews. A similar proportion (38%) would
not purchase a car without first consulting reviews, and about 18% of consumers around the
world said they would not buy personal care products without checking reviews first (2010, p.4).
Product review websites and the Internet in general enable consumers to conduct as
much research as they’d like before making purchases, perhaps helping them secure the best
deal and save as much of their hard earned money as possible. At the same time, the Web
provides access to a nearly endless array and quantity of consumer goods available for
purchase, and positive product reviews can encourage the purchase of goods that consumers
simply do not need. Thus, online shopping and product reviews have the potential to contribute
to an increasingly material culture (Lury, 1996).
According to Huang, Lurie, and Mitra, the quality or effectiveness of experience goods is
most easily discovered by direct experience with the product (2009, p.57). Mudambi and Schuff
(2010) explain that for experience goods “it is relatively difficult and costly to obtain information
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on product quality prior to interaction with the product; key attributes are subjective or difficult
to compare, and there is a need to use one’s senses to evaluate quality” (2010, p.187).
By contrast, search goods are goods “for which the attributes most important to
assessing product quality are generally discoverable without the consumer (or someone else)
interacting with the product” (Huang et al. 2009, p.57). Mudambi and Schuff (2010) add that for
search goods it is “relatively easy to obtain information on product quality prior to interaction
with the product; key attributes are objective and easy to compare, and there is no strong need
to use one’s senses to evaluate quality” (p.187).
Based on these definitions of experience and search goods, the beauty- and healthrelated products typically reviewed on MUA fit more so within the experience goods category
than the category of search goods. While it is perhaps risky to categorize an entire genre of
products as either “all” search goods or “all” experience goods, beauty- and health-related
products tend to fit within the latter category as they typically need to be tested (and often
require several uses) to evaluate their quality. Huang et al. (2009), in fact, cite beauty and health
products as a prime example of experience goods. Huang et al. (2009) conducted an experiment
to explore differences between search and experience goods with regard to consumers’
information-seeking and purchasing behaviors. Specifically, the scholars assessed how consumer
behaviors differ online compared to more traditional retail settings when researching search
and experience goods.
Huang et al. (2009) found that when researching experience goods consumers viewed
fewer pages but spent more time per page than when they researched search goods. The
opposite happened when consumers researched search goods: less time was spent per page,
but there was a large number of pages searched. Where applied to the current study and its
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focus on beauty products as experience goods, it can be presumed that MUA-ers spend more
time viewing fewer pages of product reviews when researching products.
Beauty Culture and Hegemony
The help/hurt framework I propose here is informed by theories often placed within the
realm of cultural studies by identifying the role of 1) hegemonic forces in the culture at large
(Gramsci, 1971) and as reflected in the cosmetics and advertising industries, 2) power,
conceptualized by Foucault as “complex strategical situation in a particular society” (1990, p.94),
and 3) the Beauty Myth, a theory developed by Naomi Wolf in 1991 that numerous scholars and
social scientists have continued to explore.
Both Gramsci’s cultural hegemony and Foucault’s notion of power depict societies in
which there is no single locus of power over oppressed groups of people; instead, oppression is
woven into the culture such that cultural norms and conventions support and reinforce
oppression. That is, the oppressed participate in their own oppression simply by being part of
and taking part in their culture’s established beliefs, practices, discourses and behaviors. In
effect, power in a hegemonic society is invisible; Foucault writes: “Power is tolerable only on
condition that it mask a substantial part of itself. Its success is proportional to its ability to hide
its own mechanisms” (1990, p.86).
When situated within the context of advertising, hegemonic force relations operate in
the marketing of consumer goods (Sassatelli, 2007). Sassatelli draws from both the theory of
cultural hegemony as well as Foucault’s notion of power as active in all aspects of a culture—
including its advertising— to support her argument, writing:
Advertising and the various aspects of the commercialization of goods (from packaging
to branding) are busy constructing meanings around products to make them significant
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to the consumer by placing them within his or her structure of needs, thus inevitably
modifying and expanding his or her desires or needs. (2007, p.4).
Sassatelli (2007) argues that consumers, like the ones who frequent MUA, are the targets of
marketing teams striving to shape if not create consumer need for products. When the culture
at large leaves women feeling inadequate, insecure, or even ugly unless they purchase
cosmetics and other beauty- and health-related products marketers succeed in their goals.
Hegemony becomes apparent when women take pleasure in researching, using, and
recommending cosmetics to other women (even at times criticizing other women for using or
failing to use certain products) and thereby participate in their own oppression.
In addition to the beliefs, practices, and discourses characterizing a particular culture—
each of which may serve as a means for exerting power—there is also a culture’s control over
bodies. Foucault writes, “The mechanisms of power are addressed to the body, to life, to what
causes it to proliferate, to what reinforces the species, its stamina, its ability to dominate, or its
capacity for being used” (1990, p.147). Foucault explains that societies have historically relied on
internal forces to regulate sex and sexuality, how it is discussed, and who (and with whom)
among the population can engage in it. In this way a society regulates sex and sexuality,
assuming power over bodies and their reproductive functions, including women’s bodies.
Drawing from both the theory of cultural hegemony and Foucault’s notion of internal
forces (specifically, a culture’s power over bodies), Wolf (2002) highlights the power that
Western societies exercise over women’s bodies. Wolf observes that women are continually
assaulted with the idea of the “iron-maiden” –a standard of beauty that is impossible to achieve
and that is used by the larger culture to cultivate women’s insecurities about their physical
appearance (2002). Wolf’s theory of the Beauty Myth holds that women in Western cultures are

11

pressured if not taught to strive for unattainable standards of beauty, setting them up for hope,
then disappointment and self-loathing.
On the whole, critical studies of advertising and beauty in Western cultures support the
notion that manufacturers and marketers, among countless other forces, cultivate messages
about and set (impossible) standards of beauty that permeate women’s lives on a daily basis.
The result is a widespread fallacy held among women that if they spend enough money on the
“right” kinds of products, or spend enough time in the gym, or invest in cosmetic procedures,
they can achieve the kind of beauty seen in magazines, on television, and on billboards.
Like Sassatelli (2007) and Wolf (2002), there are other scholars who have concluded that
product manufacturers and marketers have strong effects on consumer perceptions of what is
appealing, attractive, and normal, to the extent that consumers critique themselves according to
the standards upheld in advertising (Agliata & Tantleff-Dunn, 2004; Faludi, 1991; Fredrickson &
Roberts, 1997; Mulvey, 1975; Richins, 1991; Stevens Aubrey, 2007; Thompson & Hirschman,
1995).
Media effects research has also established conclusively that media exposure can trigger
dissatisfaction with one’s appearance. A 2008 meta-analysis conducted by Grabe, Hyde, and
Ward examined 77 studies testing the relationship between exposure to media and body
dissatisfaction (p.462). This meta-analysis—examining both experimental and correlational
studies—found support for the linkage between media exposure and body image disturbance,
including body dissatisfaction, internalization of the thin ideal, beliefs, and eating behaviors
(Grabe et al., 2008). These studies highlight the body image disturbance effects of media
exposure, which are particularly strong for women; the social science literature points to a
number of negative consequences of women’s immersion in a culture that defines and sustains
the beauty myth.
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Existing research also supports the claim that women, including the women who
frequent MUA, regularly encounter and contend with messages in media that there are
“problems” with their appearance preventing them from reaching an impossible ideal of beauty,
heightening their susceptibility to marketing claims about miracle-working products that will fix
these supposed problems and make them feel good about themselves. A number of studies cite
social comparison theory when explaining the dissatisfaction women feel about their bodies and
themselves following exposure to ads that feature idealized images of attractiveness
(Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2002; Richins, 1991). In the end, the conquest to find the best, most
effective products to “fix” one’s appearance is not only a self-defeating one but one that may
preoccupy women from other more fulfilling pursuits and from continuing in the advancement
toward true equality.
Description of Data
Members of the MakeupAlley community are women and men who range in age from
under 18 years to 55 years and over. At the time of this research, a glance at the demographic
information self-published by MUA-ers reveals without question that the majority of MUA
members are female. MUA-ers can author and post product reviews up to 6,000 characters in
length. Based on this researcher’s personal experience it is typical for reviews to appear on the
MUA website immediately after submission, without editing or modification by MUA site
administrators.
Product reviews that appear on an online beauty social network like MUA differ from
those on other product review websites. Specifically, MUA’s focus on beauty- and health-related
products sets it apart from general consumer review websites such as epinions.com and
ConsumerReports.org, which offer ratings and reviews of most any type of product.
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According to Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, and Gremler (2004) general consumer
review websites provide information on “almost every area of consumption,” as opposed to
sites like MUA which cater to a group of consumers “with expertise in specific fields of
consumption” (p.40); in the case of MUA, of course, this specific field of consumption is beautyand health-related products. MUA’s focus on these types of products also distinguishes it from
websites like yelp.com and angieslist.com, where consumers rate and review services and
organizations as opposed to products.
MUA also differs from retailer or brand websites like Amazon.com, Gap.com, and
LandsEnd.com, as these websites allow (if not encourage) consumers to review only the
products sold on their sites (Mudambi & Schuff, 2010). At the time of this writing MUA does not
facilitate the sale of products on its website and therefore does not prompt or otherwise
encourage consumers to review products sold through the site. The distinction between MUA
and other consumer product review websites is an important one with regard to reviewer
credibility. As Lee and Youn (2009) observe, “Whether a website is marketer-generated or not
seems to be important because consumers may suspect that consumer-generated product
recommendations on marketer-generated websites have selling intents” (p.478). Thus, it is
feasible that MUA members trust the reviews posted by other members more than they might
trust reviews on other sites, as MUA is not marketer-generated.
MUA is furthermore distinct from retailer and brand websites (e.g., Amazon.com,
Gap.com, LandsEnd.com) because financial transactions are not prompted or facilitated by
MUA. While there are links to online retailers that sell products, such as Amazon.com, the MUA
site does not facilitate money changing hands.
With regard to advertising featured on MUA, the prevalence and placement of the ads
has changed even over the course of this writing. When this project took shape in 2011, MUA
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discreetly placed advertisements for beauty- and health-related products on the site, keeping
ads small and clearly separated from the foci of the site: the product reviews. This discreet
placement of small ads distinguished MUA from product review websites like
ConsumerSearch.com, where reviews appear side-by-side with ads for those very products, or
for similar products (Very Best Sites).
However, as reported in a Google Inside AdSense “case study” (March 2013), MUA
underwent a makeover in 2012 involving “new ad unit placements,” resulting in a 50% AdSense
revenue increase for MUA. Google AdSense is a program run by Google to enable revenue
generation based on either the times an ad is clicked on, or the number of opportunities the
consumer has to see the ad. The researcher’s own visits to the MUA site confirm that ads for
beauty and health-related products – though not always ads for the specific products being
reviewed—are, indeed, now clearly visible on MUA.
Finally, while MUA describes itself as an “online social beauty network,” the forum is
unlike social networking sites like Twitter and Facebook, personal blogs, or message boards for
several reasons. MUA does not, for example, fit Boyd and Ellison’s (2007) description of social
networking sites (or “social network sites” as the authors refer to them) as enabling individuals
to make their social networks visible to others. Boyd and Ellison (2007) contend that social
network sites are services available online for individuals to construct a profile within a bounded
system, create a list of other users, and view this list as well as the lists of others who are part of
the system. While MUA-ers can create profiles, at the time of this writing they cannot create or
track lists of other MUA members. Also, as mentioned, MUA members differ from the reviewers
of most general consumer review websites as they tend to be female and to be especially
interested in beauty- and health-related products.
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In light of the wide scope of websites hosting online reviews, this dissertation focuses
specifically on MUA reviews in order to limit analysis to a manageable sample of reviews that
are comparable to one another. Also, MUA is at the center of this study in large part because I,
the researcher, have been a member of the forum for more than five years; I am familiar with
the protocol of posting product reviews on MUA, as well as the types of products that tend to
be reviewed, and the rating systems used.
More personally, I have chosen to study MUA product reviews because I (like many
MUA members, I suspect) buy, use, and take pleasure in using beauty products. Like other
MUA-ers I find myself searching for the best and most effective products for “problems” that I
identify in my appearance. At the same time, I suspect that many MUA-ers are aware of the
huge sums of money invested in marketing beauty products to them, and that such marketing
ultimately reinforces gender-based stereotypes and conventional notions of feminine beauty.
Perhaps like me, other MUA-ers rationalize this knowledge in various and personal ways.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, MUA is the central focus of this research because
it provides a window into how consumers (largely female) discuss beauty products and beauty in
general, capturing various phases of consumption, regret, and joy in the form of memberauthored posts. Consumers record their thoughts on MUA whether they are vying for or
debating the purchase of products, buying or rejecting them, reveling in or regretting them. The
posts reflect the consumerist culture that has come to define the United States and as fueled by
manufacturer and marketer sales efforts, as well as consumers’ feelings about their purchases
and themselves, and the role they intend to play, if any, in other consumers’ purchasing
decisions.
In sum, this dissertation examines MUA product reviews –both helpful and hurtful –in
exploratory yet critical ways, drawing connections between these reviews and how they
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challenge or reinforce a commercialized, materialist culture. MUA product reviews are also
analyzed for evidence of reviewer self-objectification and self-scrutiny, and connection to
whether consumers’ participation in MUA points to a self-defeating practice preventing them
from other pursuits and from achieving true equality.
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CHAPTER 2
WOM, EWOM, ONLINE PRODUCT REVIEWS, CONSUMER MOTIVATIONS, AND INFORMATION
CONTROL
WOM
Who can say how word-of-mouth began? Perhaps two cavewomen encountered a berry
bush. One cavewoman recognized the berries as poisonous, pointed, and said to the other,
“Bad.” Whatever its origins, word-of-mouth has been established as one of the most trusted, if
not the most trusted source of information among consumers (Arndt, 1967, p.291). Westbrook
(1987) defines word-of-mouth, or WOM, as “informal communications directed at other
consumers about the ownership, usage, or characteristics of particular goods and services
and/or their sellers” (p.261). Lee and Youn (2009) define it as “interpersonal communication
about products and services between consumers” (p. 473). Put even more simply, Liu (2006)
defines WOM from the marketing perspective: in a word, “buzz” (p.74).
Consumers turn to and rely on WOM throughout the consumption process. And as
explained by Umair Haque—a blogger for the Harvard Business Review—in a July 27, 2011 New
York Times article, all WOM is not created equal. WOM from peers is far more trusted than
WOM from corporate representatives or partners: “People trust peers more than they trust
anyone else, more than journalists or marketing departments [because] they don’t have a
strategic conflict with their peers […] but if you’re looking for an unconflicted source, you’ll
probably look to a fellow consumer” (New York Times, July 27, 2011).
Due in part to the trust consumers place in peer recommendations, a number of studies
have found support for WOM as weighing heavily on consumers’ decision-making before,
during, and even after purchase. For instance, Gremler, Gwinner, and Brown (2001) identify
WOM’s importance in promoting products and services, noting that it is usually more trusted in
the context of familiar, interpersonal relationships than when communicated by or through
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firms (p. 44). Lee and Youn (2009) summarize that WOM “is so influential because consumers
generally trust peer consumers more than they trust advertisers or marketers” (p.473).
Consumers also tend to have more interest in products they learn about from noncorporate sources. Bickart and Schindler’s study (2001) concluded that participants had more
interest in topics like bicycling, exercise equipment, nutritional supplements, photography, or
stereo equipment as well as products associated with these topics when gathering information
from online discussion forums, as opposed to corporate websites.
WOM has been found to directly affect consumers’ purchase decisions. A foundational
study conducted by Arndt in 1967, for example, found a statistically significant relationship
between exposure to favorable WOM and consumers’ purchase of products. Arndt (1967)
discovered that 54% of participants exposed to positive word-of-mouth about a product actually
purchased the product, compared to 42% of participants who were not exposed to the word-ofmouth communication and purchased the product (p.292).
Sheth’s 1968 study similarly found support for a link between WOM and consumers’
purchase decisions. He discovered that among 601 male respondents who used double-edged
razor blades and who shaved at least two to four times per week, 36% became aware of new
stainless steel blades from a personal source (Sheth 1971, p.16). Furthermore, Sheth found that
48% of respondents decided to use the stainless steel blades based on their personal source’s
recommendation, and 18% had even taken the extra step to encourage someone else to use the
blades (1971, p.16). Decades later, the work of Sheth (1971) and dozens of other WOM scholars
after him led Walsh, Gwinner and Swanson (2004) to the conclusion: “It is generally accepted
that word-of mouth communication can have a substantial influence on product choice” (p.109).
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eWOM
With the advent of the internet, consumers have increasingly engaged in computermediated communication, including computer-mediated word-of-mouth. And when WOM
about products, services, and brands occurs in a digital forum a specific type of communication
is said to occur: electronic word-of-mouth, or eWOM (Pollach, 2006). Pollach (2006) explains
that eWOM exemplifies a new, digital genre that is distinct from traditional WOM: “Since such
messages did not exist in writing before but were sent and received orally in an unstructured
manner, online product reviews written by consumers for other consumers are considered a
new genre” (2006, p.1).
Dellarocas (2003) agrees, distinguishing electronic word-of-mouth, or eWOM, from
traditional WOM based on eWOM’s geographic reach, bidirectionality, low cost, and the
transience of online identities. Offering his definition of “internet customer communication,”
Strauss (1997)—later cited by Hennig-Thurau et al. in their 2004 research on the subject—writes
that eWOM is: “Any positive or negative statement made by potential, actual, or former
customers about a product or company, which is made available to a multitude of people and
institutions via the Internet” (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004, p.39).
But with the Internet comprising countless websites, networks, blogs, and discussion
boards, the question arises: Which online forums best facilitate eWOM? To assist in delineating
one consumer opinion platform from another for study, Senecal and Nantel (2004) classify them
into broad categories. These include retailer or manufacturer websites (such as LandsEnd.com),
commercially-linked third parties (such as Buy.com, which enable consumers to compare prices
for a product), and non-commercially linked third parties, such as Consumerreports.org (p.160).
Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) observe that eWOM can occur via consumer opinion
websites, news groups, and discussion forums, and Lee and Youn (2009) note that eWOM takes
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place in consumers’ personal blogs and brands’ websites. In particular, Lee and Youn examined
how various platforms through which eWOM occurs may affect or have an impact on
consumers’ decision-making (2009, p.475). These scholars concluded from their experiment that
reviews posted on a personal blog seemed more suspicious to participants than the same
reviews posted on independent review sites or brand websites; that is, participants suspected
that circumstances (e.g., the reviewer’s vested interests) were more likely behind personal blogs
than either independent product review websites or brands’ websites (Lee & Youn 2009, p.490).
Growing Popularity of eWOM and Online Product Reviews
Recent studies support the growing popularity and prevalence of eWOM
communication. In 2007, Keller estimated that 76% of WOM communication happens face-toface, while just under 20% of WOM conversations occur by telephone and 10% happen online
(p.450). Three years later the 2010 Internet and America Life Project study conducted by the
Pew Research Center concluded that nearly six out of 10 adults (58%) had conducted online
research about products and services that they pay for (Jansen, 2010).
As consumers increasingly engage in eWOM they are commensurately consulting and
posting product ratings and reviews (Ratchford, Lee, and Talukdar, 2003). In 2005, Bailey found
that 21% of survey respondents considered themselves “very aware” of the existence of product
review websites, with 28% being aware of these sites, and the largest proportion (38%) being
somewhat aware (p.73).
Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) also acknowledge a trend toward posting and consulting
online reviews, concluding that these reviews have “become an important source of information
to consumers, substituting and complementing other forms of business-to-consumer and offline
word-of-mouth communication about product quality” (p.345). Neff (2007) cites additional
support from a study by Deloitte Consulting, which finds that 62% of consumers read product
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reviews before deciding to purchase, and 18% read reviews before purchasing beauty and
personal maintenance products in particular (p. 3). These studies are reminiscent of Arndt’s
(1967) much earlier experimental research testing WOM communication and purchase
decisions, which found that 54% of participants exposed to in-person word-of-mouth about a
product actually purchased the product (p.292).
The Pew Research Center has also found support for the growing popularity of online
product reviews. Relying on a sample of 3,001 adults, the Center concluded that nearly onefourth (24%) had posted comments or reviews about products they had bought online.
Additionally, the study estimated that searching for information about products via the internet
had increased since 2007 by 15%, and had increased since 2004 by 9% (Jansen 2010, p.2).
Regarding services (as opposed to products), Zhu and Zhang (2010) cite a 2007 survey by
comScore—an Internet market research company—which found that nearly one-fourth of
people who use the internet consult online reviews before paying for an offline service (p.133).
Given consumers’ increasing reliance on product reviews, it makes sense that some
effect on product sales would become evident. Work by Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) revealed
that when book reviews posted on either Amazon.com or Barnes and Noble’s website improved,
an increase in each site’s respective sales also improved (this improvement, however, was only
statistically significant for book reviews and sales on Amazon.com; not for reviews and sales via
www.bn.com).
Similarly, an experimental study conducted by Senecal and Nantel (2004) concluded that
participants are twice as likely to recommend products after consulting product
recommendations. That is, 45.6% of participants who had seen a recommendation for a product
decided to purchase it, compared to only 22.5% of participants who purchased the product but
had not consulted a recommendation (p. 166).
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Volume, Valence, and Ratings of Product Reviews, Negativity Effect, and Evidence for
Positivity Effect
Skimming through a handful of MUA product reviews, a few patterns emerge. As one
might expect from any consumer review website, there are reviews that assign high ratings to
products, reviews that assign low ratings to products, reviews positive in tone, and reviews
negative in tone. Some reviews characterize products as highly effective and wholeheartedly
recommended them, while others identify ineffective products and caution against their
purchase.
The remainder of this chapter reviews existing studies exploring consumer product
reviews, specifically, which have focused on descriptive elements as product review valence,
review length, and evidence of reviewer motivations and consumer information-seeking.
Liu (2006), for example, examined the roles of both the volume and valence of
consumer reviews and their relationship to consumer decision-making. Unlike Liu’s (2006) study,
however, the volume of consumer reviews—defined by Liu as the total amount of WOM
interactions—is not examined here because a random sample of discrete MUA reviews is
studied; in other words, the MUA reviews analyzed in this study were selected individually and
at random, and each was analyzed independent of the other reviews in the sample, so not all
reviews posted for a single product were examined. For this reason, coding for the volume or
amount of reviews posted about a product did not make sense.
The current study does, however, take account of volume in a way different from how
Liu measures volume; the current study evaluates the total number of product reviews posted
by each author (N=315) of the 315 product reviews in the sample. This said, the question of how
many product reviews are posted by an average reviewer is interesting in support of the
growing popularity of eWOM and beauty networks like MUA.
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This study also adopts Liu’s definition of valence for purposes of the quantitative
content analysis, as follows: “Positive WOM typically gives either a direct or an indirect
recommendation for product purchase. Negative WOM may involve product denigration, rumor,
and private complaining” (2006, p.76). Interestingly, Liu’s study (2006) found that while the
volume of eWOM among movie audiences correlated with box office revenues, a strong
correlation was not found between the valence of reviews and box office revenues. This finding
is less useful for the purposes of the current study than for research concerned with the effects
of reviews on subsequent purchasing behaviors (such as the purchase of movie tickets);
however, Liu’s conceptualizations and operational definitions of valence are informative.
Like Liu (2006), Lee, Rodgers, and Kim (2009) were interested in the valence of product
reviews and what meaning it has for consumers. Lee et al. (2009) found that both the valence
and extremity of that valence (i.e., extremely negative, moderately negative, extremely positive)
of product reviews had a notable and significant impact on consumer attitudes toward a brand.
Extremely positive reviews were found to improve participants’ attitudes toward a
brand; however, extremely negative reviews had a far stronger influence on attitude toward a
brand than did either extremely positive reviews or moderately negative reviews (Lee et al.,
2009, p. 2). This finding supports the existence of negativity effect, summarized by Chatterjee
(2001) as follows: “There is a sizable body of evidence which suggests that the influence of
negative WOM information is more potent compared to positive information in influencing
purchase intentions of potential buyers” (p.131). In fact, further support for negativity effect
theory is Chatterjee’s (2001) finding that even slightly negative reviews neutralized any
improvement in attitude change produced by the extremely positive reviews.
While negativity effect is referenced throughout the literature surrounding online
product reviews, there is no concept to the researcher’s knowledge of what might be termed a
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“positivity effect.” Nonetheless, evidence of a positivity effect is supported in a couple of studies
that find negative reviews carry the most weight in influencing consumers’ opinions, but that
also identify positive reviews as being much more abundant on consumer review websites
(Dellarocas, 2003; Keller, 2007; Mackiewicz, 2008; Mudambi & Schuff, 2010).
For example, in a study of consumer reviews rating recipes and electronics, Mackiewicz
(2008) discovered a “positive bias,” finding that 79% of the reviews were rated 4 stars or higher,
which includes 48% assigned a 5-star rating (p.263). Keller (2007) also found that consumers
make positive comments about brands more than six times as often as they make negative
comments. As summarized by Jupiter Research Analyst, Patti Freeman, in a 2007 iMedia
Connection article: “Retailers must take the good with the bad when it comes to user-generated
content. But […] consumers are most likely to report on positive experiences” (p.1).
Similarly, in a study of ratings assigned to eBay sellers, Dellarocas (2003) found that
feedback left for sellers was highly positive, with 99.1% of comments about sellers being
positive in nature (p.1411). It is important to note that Dellarocas’s (2003) study examined
ratings of sellers (not products), but the tendency for consumer reviews to skew in a positive
direction is supported nonetheless.
Lastly, Mudambi and Schuff (2010) analyzed more than 1,500 online product reviews
posted on Amazon.com to find an average product rating of 3.99 (on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1
represents a very ineffective or poor quality product, and 5 represents a highly effective or high
quality product), and thus supporting a positivity effect.
The current study’s focus differs from the ones cited above in that it does not examine
the relationship between the valence of product reviews and product sales. There is some
overlap, however, of several variables studied, including review valence and extremity, and the
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relationship of these variables with negativity effect and, perhaps, support for what might be
termed “positivity effect.”
Length of Product Reviews
Previous analyses of online product reviews have examined review length. Pollach
(2006), for example, employed case study research alongside textual analysis and linguistic
analysis to examine a sample of 358 product reviews. Pollach’s study carefully examined the
structure and format of product reviews posted on reviewcentre.com, described by the author
as “a large online product forum covering hundreds of different products” (2006, p.3). While the
primary focus of Pollach’s study was the language used in product reviews, one finding was that
reviews averaged about 180 words in length (p.1). Similarly, Kim, Lee, and Ragas (2011) counted
an average of 115 words per review, while Willemsen, Neijens, Bronner, and de Ridder (2011)
counted an average range of between 73-134 words per review. Taken together, these studies
suggest that a fairly typical length for a product review is around 130 words.
Of course, there is no truly typical product review. A study by Chevalier and Mayzlin
(2006) analyzed online reviews of books, in particular, and the relationship between review
length and rating. These scholars concluded that books with either 1-star or 5-star ratings were
shorter in length (fewer words) than in those with 2-, 3-, and 4-star reviews—a finding that runs
contrary to the logical assumption that reviewers who are passionate about a product (whether
passionately pleased with it, or passionately displeased) would write longer reviews than
reviewers with more neutral feelings about the product.
Mackiewicz (2010) also coded the length of online product reviews, with a focus on
digital camera reviews posted on epinions.com. A close textual analysis of these reviews found
that detailed, in-depth descriptions of the cameras were important in establishing reviewers’
“invented trustworthiness,” concluding that the care taken to craft a review and the
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thoughtfulness about what is written are important in establishing this trustworthiness.
Mackiewicz (2010) explained that invented trustworthiness emerges from the perceived
sincerity of reviewers: “When readers see that reviewers have been thoughtful about their
comments and have worked to create a review that readers can use, they are more likely to
perceive that review and that reviewer to be trustworthy” (2010, p.420).
Mackiewicz also discovered that reviewers may “invent” identities that are trustworthy,
but the trustworthiness of these identities can be called into question and doubted by other
reviewers. She summarizes: “Reviewers invent trustworthy identities for themselves, but
whether readers validate and co-construct that identity is another question. [ …] Such
renegotiation of reviewers’ trustworthiness should play a prominent role in identifying
reviewers with influence” (2010, p.421). Mackiewicz explains that the length of a review is
important to establishing reviewer trustworthiness (alongside other such cues as “assertions of
limits on own qualifications;” “detail in describing the reviewed product;” “detail in providing
reasons for the evaluation/recommendation;” “style of the review;” and “usability of the
review”) (2010, p.423).
Mackiewicz (2010) having linked product review length and trustworthiness, found that
review depth (longer reviews) positively affected the helpfulness of the review for consumers.
Mudambi and Schuff (2010) assessed “helpfulness” by coding the number of consumers who
had read product reviews on Amazon.com and then clicked “yes” or “no” to the question: “Was
this review helpful to you?”
While this study is more concerned with evidence of altruistic intentions in product
reviews than with the helpfulness of reviews as gauged by readers, Mudambi and Schuff’s
(2010) approach is an innovative and efficient one for internet researchers interested in
consumer perceptions. One finding of Mudambi and Schuff’s study (2010) is that lengthier
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reviews are perceived by consumers as more helpful than shorter reviews for both search and
experience goods, with this effect being stronger for search goods (p.194).
In addition to product review valence, extremity, and length, the current study explores
if and how expressions of altruism, reciprocity, awareness of manufacturer and/or marketer
interests, satisfaction and involvement with products, and self-objectification correlate with
several dependent variables, including the attachment of photographs to the MUA-er’s profile,
offering personal information, review rating, evidence of cognitive dissonance, and dissonance
resolution. In so doing, this study takes a decidedly different approach from most studies
reviewed in this section, many of which are from advertising and marketing scholars whose
intentions are to understand the functionality of various ways of learning about and acting upon
information about brands.
As a Communication scholar, my concern is to explore more closely the individual
motivations behind expressions used in product reviews for evidence of varying relationships
with a consumer culture. The current inquiry into the topic will also expand the literature
toward a more critical interpretation of these processes as they reflect the larger consumerist
and beauty-driven culture. The analysis, therefore, extends beyond the descriptive as was the
approach of most of the work reviewed in this section, and takes steps into the explanatory
(understanding relationships between and among variables, including which variable predicts
which outcome) and the interpretive (exploring the ways in which individuals make sense of and
participate in these eWOM conversations), as discussed in the remaining sections of this
chapter.
Consumer Motivations for Reviewing Products Online and Information Control
With approximately 83% of broadband users conducting internet research about
products or services, scholars have focused more and more on what motivates consumers to
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post and consult product reviews (Jansen, 2010). MUA is one example of the growing trend
toward posting, consulting, and responding to product reviews across all stages of the process of
consumption.
This chapter focuses on altruism and reciprocity as consumer motivations for posting
product reviews and also distinguishes MUA product reviews as concerned with experience
goods (as opposed to search goods). The concept of information control is also addressed here.
Altruism and Reciprocity
Scholars have pinpointed altruism (helpfulness to others) as one reason why consumers
write and post product reviews online (Mackiewicz, 2008; Walsh, Gwinner, & Swanson, 2004;
Wasko & Faraj, 2000). Altruism and a related concept, reciprocity, motivate consumers to
voluntarily review products because, as Mackiewicz (2008) explains, “altruistic reviewers might
read reviews to obtain the opinion of others—particularly expert or insightful opinions—and
then want to repay their debt by improving the experiences of others in the same way that their
own decisions about products and services have been facilitated” (p.255).
Lee et al. (2006) similarly propose that reciprocity—defined as “a sense of mutual
indebtedness for customer sharing in web-based discussion boards”—motivates consumers’
product reviews. These scholars found support for both altruism and reciprocity as consumer
motivations (p.295). In fact, Lee et al.’s (2006) study found that altruism, or “the enjoyment of
helping others,” was the most often reported motivation for consumers to share information in
web-based discussion boards (p.298).
The scholars asked participants to complete an online survey about their internet
shopping behavior by posing two simple questions: “(1) Will you share your experience about
online movie ticket purchasing in web-based discussion board,” and, “(2) Why or why not?” Of
the 104 survey respondents, 65% were unwilling to share their experience in web-based
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discussion boards about purchasing online, leaving only 35% who were willing to share their
thoughts and opinions in this forum (Lee et al., 2006, p.294). Respondents who said they would
take part in the web-based discussion boards, however, attributed this willingness to the
enjoyment of helping others.
Specific examples of reciprocity that emerged in the online product reviews examined
by Lee et al. (2006) included: “Yes, I want to listen to more opinion and get more experiences
from other people”; and, “It is because I want to be engaged in the web discussion in order to
exchange ideas from other people” (2006, p.296). Indeed, Lee et al. found that nearly all of the
reasons why respondents were willing to participate (87.5% of the respondents’ comments)
were related to the enjoyment of sharing (2006, p.295).
Similarly, Walsh et al. (2004) concluded that consumers, particularly “market mavens”
(defined as people with a general knowledge about products, stores, and who have other
information pertaining to the marketplace) share information with others because they want to
help (p.109). It is notable, however, Walsh et al.’s (2004) finding was moderated by respondent
demographics, given that homemakers who participated in the study reported greater
motivation to help others than did retired people, college students, or professional/technical
workers (2004, p.116).
Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) also examined altruism, which they defined as “the act of
doing something for others without anticipating any reward in return,” and the extent to which
it transcended traditional WOM to motivate consumers engaging in eWOM. The authors
determined that altruism, indeed, is a motivator for consumers to engage in eWOM.
Furthermore, the scholars concluded that concern for others motivates the frequency with
which consumers visit online platforms, as well as the quantity of comments they post. This
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finding in particular supports the current study’s interest in the relationship between evidence
of altruism in MUA product reviews and review length.
From the perspective that knowledge is a public good, Wasko and Faraj (2000) propose
that altruism motivates consumers to share their thoughts with others because they feel
morally obligated to exchange information (p. 155). Community members, in particular, are
driven to share knowledge that will benefit the community and are more motivated to serve the
community’s interests (Wasko & Faraj, 2000). The scholars make clear, however, that while the
urge to help other community members may motivate some consumers to share information,
there is a much larger proportion of consumers who do not share in web-based discussions than
consumers who do.
With this in mind, it is important to note that the current study focuses on consumers
who already demonstrate motivation to share knowledge in the form of product reviews (as
opposed to consumers who do not post product reviews and who do not demonstrate a
willingness to share in this way). This study also contributes to an existing body of literature
around altruism by carefully examining ratings, words, and phrases used by consumers who post
reviews in order to explore altruistic motivations expressed voluntarily in a natural (nonlaboratory) setting.
Consumer motivations for engaging in WOM communication other than altruism and
reciprocity have also been explored in previous studies. Dichter (1966), for example, identified
product-involvement as a motivating force (“a customer feels so strongly about the product that
a pressure builds up in wanting to do something about it; recommending the product to others
reduces the tension caused by the consumption experience); as well as self-involvement (“the
product serves as a means through which the speaker can gratify certain emotional needs”);
other-involvement (“word-of-mouth activity addresses the need to give something to the
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receiver”); and message-involvement (“refers to discussion which is simulated by
advertisements, commercials, or public relations.”)
Additional motives noted by Engel, Blackwell, and Miniard (1993) include concern for
others (“a genuine desire to help a friend or relative make a better purchase decision”);
message intrigue (“entertainment resulting from talking about certain ads or selling appeals”);
and dissonance reduction (“reduces cognitive dissonance (doubts) following a major purchase
decisions”). Notably, “concern for others” as defined by Engel et al. (1993) resembles the
concept of altruism as defined in this study (i.e., “helpfulness to others”) and “reduces cognitive
dissonance” resembles a dependent variable in this study: evidence of dissonance resolution.
Finally, Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) include in their list several consumer motives also
highlighted by Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster (1998): altruism - positive WOM (“the act of doing
something for others without anticipating any reward in return”); altruism - negative WOM (“to
prevent others from experiencing the problems they had encountered”); self-enhancement
(“enhancing images among other consumers by projecting themselves as intelligent shoppers”);
helping the company (“desire to help the company”); anxiety reduction (“easing anger, anxiety,
and frustration”); vengeance (“to retaliate against the company associated with a negative
consumption experience”); and advice seeking (“obtaining advice on how to resolve problems.”)
Several of the motives driving consumers to engage in WOM that have been identified
in previous studies are also explored in the current study; these include altruism, reciprocity,
product involvement due to cost, cognitive dissonance, and dissonance resolution (Dichter,
1966; Engel, Blackwell, & Miniard 1993; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Wasko & Faraj, 2000).
Awareness of manufacturer and marketer interests and self-objectification were also explored
in this study because of their relevance to and prevalence in reviews of beauty- and healthrelated products, like the ones appearing on the MUA site. While a number of other motives
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have been identified in the existing literature and are worthy of study, they remain outside the
scope of this study.
Information Control
No matter the motivations behind consumers’ WOM or eWOM communications, it is
notable the effect of consumer control over the information system (i.e., the medium) by which
a message is relayed. In marketing literature, “information control” refers to the idea that
“different information systems provide consumers with different levels” of control over the
information they consume (Ariely, 2000). In other words, the medium utilized to convey a
message (e.g., the internet vs. a newspaper) enables users a certain level of control over the
type and amount of information they are exposed to. Thus, no matter the motivations for
writing or reading an online product review, the type of medium consumers use (i.e., the
internet) both enables and limits their exposure to and consumption of information.
Wu and Lin (2012) explain that a high level of control over information, for instance,
“gives people the freedom to decide what information they want to read, as well as how long
and in what order to read it” (p.822). Applied to the internet, savvy users have a high level of
control over information and their “search experiences” (p. 822). At the same time, internet
users have a low level of control when they receive junk or spam email or are exposed to
unwanted advertising when they visit websites.
While information control is an area of focus wider than the scope of this study, it is
notable that consumers’ proficiency with and comfort using the internet mediate the types of
information that they are exposed to, that they consume, and that they produce when it comes
to eWOM, including online product reviews.
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CHAPTER 3
ADVERTISING LITERACY, AWARENESS OF CORPORATE INTERESTS, COGNITIVE DISSONANCE,
AND DISSONANCE RESOLUTION
The subject of Chapter Three is close to the researcher’s heart, as it was her own postpurchase cognitive dissonance combined with awareness of corporate interests that spawned
the topic for this dissertation. Moments after buying a $28 mascara online the researcher
paused, thinking to herself, “Why do I spend money on this stuff? I’m a graduate student in
media studies –if anyone is responsible for combating conventional notions of gender and
feminine beauty, isn’t it me?”
This thought captures the dissonance that the researcher, and perhaps many other
critically-thinking MUA-ers feel on a regular basis after purchasing beauty- and health-related
products, particularly cosmetics, and (as hypothesized by this study) perhaps even more
particularly expensive cosmetics. We as consumers see vibrant and captivating ads for
cosmetics, and while we know that advertising claims are motivated by sales and generally
untrustworthy, many of us buy these products anyway. While this uncomfortable experience as
a consumer with a critical subjectivity is almost certainly not unique to the purchase of beauty
products, it is uniquely challenging given the additional consideration of complicity with the
strong messages of the beauty culture, complete with its problematic treatment of gender.
One question posed by this study is how MUA-ers who address manufacturer and
marketer interests in their reviews rationalize the decision to purchase products. An additional
factor accounted for is consumers’ level of involvement with products, as this can moderate the
level of dissonance a consumer feels after purchasing a product, especially a product that turns
out to be unsatisfactory (Koller et al., 2008). The remainder of this chapter discusses trends in
the existing literature regarding consumer awareness of manufacturer and marketer interests,
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and then briefly summarizes the literature about cognitive dissonance both with respect to
consumer behavior and in relation to high- and low-involvement products.
Advertising Literacy
When it comes to how consumers process information, Celsi and Olson (1988) conclude
that there is a strong positive relationship between consumer involvement with attention to and
comprehension of informational stimuli. The amount and focus of consumer attention, the
effort consumers invest, the comprehension process, and the depth and breadth of elaboration
(processing) that occurs during the comprehension process are each influenced by the
consumer’s level of involvement with a product (p.223). In sum, greater involvement with a
stimulus (or product) correlates with greater attention, comprehension, and processing on the
consumer’s part.
Even consumers taught to think critically about advertising—including young
consumers—are likely still susceptible to its effects. A study by Rozendaal, Lapierre, Reijmersdal,
and Buijzen (2011) found that the contemporary approach to advertising literacy among
children (a “cognitive defense view”) does not by itself ensure that children can defend
themselves against the “affect-based nature” of modern day advertising (pp. 333-334).
Rozendaal et al. (2011) determined that when children are exposed to advertising they have
difficulty retrieving and then applying critical thinking skills to the interpretation of those ads
(p.334). The scholars explain that commercials targeted at children typically summon high
emotion, relying on exciting sound effects, cartoon characters with high-pitched voices, bright
colors, and lots of motion to command attention. When drawn in by these emotionally
compelling marketing techniques, young people are unlikely to summon the advertising literacy
skills they may have been taught in order to think critically about the commercials directed at
them.
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Rozendaal et al.’s (2011) work may apply to some degree to the way not only children,
but adults process and think about advertising as well. While adult consumers have a more
developed ability than children do to distinguish persuasive messages from other forms of
communication, adults are not immune to high-affect marketing techniques; indeed, the very
notion of “branding” relies on creating associations between consumers’ emotions and a
product, service, or in some cases an individual (Berger, 2011, p.78).
In light of the time and energy advertisers invest to connect with consumers
emotionally—be they young or old—Rozendaal et al. (2011) recommend not only advertising
literacy instruction but that consumers take pause when faced with affect-based advertising to
summon the critical thinking parts of their brains. Such an approach may help children
strengthen and help them access their critical thinking skills and prevent adults from impulsive
or emotionally-motivated purchases.
Consumer Awareness and/or Support of Manufacturer and Marketer Interests
While advertising can be highly compelling and summon a great deal of emotion among
consumers, most understand the sales intent behind marketing efforts. About three-fourths of
Americans (78%) are at least somewhat skeptical of advertising claims, which includes 13% who
say they never trust advertising (Snyder, 2011). And, in his 2011 article promoting enhanced
ethics among advertisers, Snyder cited an Adweek Media/Harris Poll study finding that only one
out of five American consumers trusts advertising claims most of the time (p.481). Additionally,
a 2006 article by Bloom cites a Forrester and Intelliseek study, which found that while more than
90% of consumers trust other consumers’ recommendations, only about 10% to 40% trust
recommendations made in advertising (p.25). Taken together with studies exploring advertising
literacy (Celsi & Olson, 1988; Rozendaal et al., 2011), it may be summarized that consumers
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generally distrust advertising, but also have difficulty immediately accessing their critical
thinking skills when it comes to some messages.
Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) identify a need to measure consumer skepticism –
defining such skepticism as “the general tendency toward disbelief of advertising claims”
(p.160). The scholars primarily focused their attention on developing an ad skepticism scale and
providing a rationale for the decisions made in designing that scale, however, they also make
clear their belief that marketers must compete with one another to draw consumers’ attention
to their products, and in turn, consumers develop a healthy skepticism of marketing.
Berger (2011) agrees that skepticism of advertising is natural and healthy, arguing that
advertising has a tremendous stronghold in American society (p.30). Because American media
are largely owned by private entities and financed by advertising, these media have both
economic ramifications and very real effects on consumer beliefs and values. Berger (2011)
notes that in addition to products, manufacturers (and the marketers who work for them)
manufacture beliefs, values, needs, and desires to fill those needs with things. He observes:
“One problem with consumer cultures is that people become too caught up in consuming things
as a means of validating themselves and proving their worth” (2011, p.42).
Among several reasons for American consumers’ distrust of advertising is the increasing
trend of word-of-mouth marketing online, such as via blogs and/or other examples of online
social media (Snyder, 2011); while it can be difficult to prove that companies infiltrate platforms
where consumers post and read product reviews, consumers are well aware that this happens
(Luhn, 2008). Luhn (2008), who is an advisor for PCWorld, asserts that nearly half (48%) of all
consumers believe companies post fake reviews of their products on consumer review websites,
and about three-fourths (76%) of consumers check reviews from one website against reviews
posted on another (p.1).

37

In their study of review fraud, Lucas and Zervas (2015) analyze Yelp restaurant reviews,
counting about 16% of restaurant reviews identified by (or “filtered” out by) Yelp as fake. The
authors summarize review fraud as “when businesses create fake reviews for themselves or
their competitors” (Lucas & Zervas 2015, p.2). Lucas & Zervas (2015) used Yelp’s filtering
mechanism to identify fake restaurant reviews from real, but only after validating that product
reviews written by businesses known to have committed fraud were, indeed, filtered by Yelp far
more than businesses not known to have posted fake reviews.
A smaller percentage of fraudulent reviews was found by Anderson and Simester in
their 2014 study, which approximated that 5% of product reviews posted on a private label
retailer’s website had been posted by consumers with no record of purchasing the product they
had reviewed (p.249). The presumably fraudulent reviews tended to be longer (70.13 words not
verified vs. 52.0 words verified); to exhibit a larger number of repeated exclamation points
(6.91% not verified vs. 4.71% verified); and had about the same word length, or number of
letters per word (4.110 not verified vs. 4.153 verified) compared to reviews posted by
consumers whose purchases could be verified (Anderson & Simester 2014 p.249).
Several commonalities among filtered reviews and the people who authored them were
identified: 1) Extreme ratings. Fake reviews tended to have more extreme ratings than other
reviews (that is, the reviews that Yelp identified as genuine). Also, reviewers whose reviews
were filtered by Yelp – and thus that were presumably fake –were 2) less likely to assign a
photograph to their Yelp profile (20% with a photograph versus 77% without a photograph)
(Luca & Zervas 2015, p. 12). Additionally, reviews filtered by Yelp tended to be 3) authored by
people who had written fewer reviews than other Yelp reviewers (3 reviews posted versus 108
reviews posted) (Luca & Zervas 2015, p. 12).
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Posting fake reviews on a consumer review website takes some work, however,
according to Luhn (2008); he writes: “Gaming the system involves more than just planting a
review or two. It means creating multiple personalities and voices, crafting realistic
conversations among those personalities, and using other tricks honed by stealth marketers and
paid bloggers” (p.1).
According to an article by Newcomb (2015), which appeared on the ABC News website
on June 22, 2015, “Amazon filed a lawsuit in April against several websites the company accused
of selling positive reviews to help bolster a product’s rating on Amazon” (Newcomb 2015, p.1).
Aware that product reviews posted on Amazon.com are fake, Amazon is taking measures to sift
the valid reviews from the invalid ones. According to Newcomb (2015, p. 1) Amazon has
developed an algorithm to identify genuine reviews from fake that “will bump up the reviews
that are deemed to be the most true to customers’ experiences, giving an extra weight to newer
reviews and reviews that have been voted customers as being helpful.” Similarly, in the current
study, the helpfulness of each MUA product review is assessed by recording how many
consumers have rated each review as helpful.
Despite MakeupAlley’s claim in their email to the primary researcher (“Vendor
participation or reviews written on behalf of a vendor/paid review service are strictly prohibited
and may be removed by us at any time. You've probably seen that we have a flag-function for
this in case members suspect reviews are suspicious. They are also encouraged to contact us
here. We then look into each of the reports individually and proceed at our discretion,”) Luhn’s
(2008) and Luca and Zervas’s studies (2015) suggest that reviews posted on the MUA website
and which form part of the sample analyzed in this study are the work product of firms trying to
sell products to MUA-ers.
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Some efforts are being made to help consumers sift through reviews and
recommendations on the Web in order to identify the most credible ones. Snyder (2011) points
out that the U.S. Federal Trade Commission has required bloggers to “disclose when they are
being paid by a company, when they work for a company whose product is being blogged, and
when they are given the product free of charge” (Snyder, 2011) citing FTC [2009]).
Furthermore, as consumers become more reliant on online reviews and more regularly
frequent websites like Amazon.com or MakeupAlley.com to read product reviews before making
purchases, they become able to spot the fake reviews from the real. Indeed, businesses that
post fake reviews have their work cut out for them as consumers become savvier at filtering
eWOM. As Amazon.com’s Director of Corporate Communications in 2008, Patty Smith,
commented, “There’s no way to vet the thousands of reviewers on Amazon […] but we don’t
need to. When readers see 25 negative reviews and one glowing one—well, they can figure it
out” (Luhn, 2008).
Cognitive Dissonance
Consumers with acute awareness of manufacturer and marketer efforts to sell products
may purchase these products nonetheless. It makes sense for dissonance to arise under these
conditions wherein conflict emerges between consumers’ attitudes and their behaviors.
Festinger originally proposed the notion of cognitive dissonance in 1957, theorizing that
dissonance occurs when a person’s cognitions are inconsistent. The individual is driven to
resolve this inconsistency in order to return to a positive intrapersonal state (Elliot & Devine,
1994). Salzberger et al. (2005) elaborate that cognitive dissonance is “described as a
psychologically uncomfortable state that arises from the existence of contradictory (dissonant,
non-fitting) relations among cognitive elements,” explaining the discomfort buyers frequently
feel after making a purchase (p.290). An example of cognitive dissonance is provided by Sharma
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(2014), where, (1) “It is important for the man to take care of the environment,” while (2) “He is
driving a car that is not environmentally-friendly” (p. 835). When applied to purchasing
decisions, Sharma (2014) writes, “Most people want to hold the belief that they make good
choices. When a product or item we purchase turns out badly, it conflicts with our previously
existing belief about our decision-making abilities” (p.835).
In 1959, Festinger and Carlsmith’s (1959) seminal experiment found early support for
cognitive dissonance theory. These scholars succinctly summarize their experimental design:
Subjects were subjected to a boring experience and then paid to tell someone that the
experience had been interesting and enjoyable. The amount of money paid the subject
was varied. The private opinions of the subjects concerning the experience were then
determined. The results strongly corroborate the theory that was tested (p.209).
Festinger and Carlsmith elaborate that cognitive dissonance occurs when a person is
made to say or do something that runs contrary to what they believe, and as a result, their
beliefs change to become more aligned with the statement or behavior that they were made to
say or do (1959, p. 58).
A study by Cooper and Worchel (1970) replicated Festinger and Carlsmith’s original
experiment by asking subjects to first complete a boring task. Subsequently, subjects were
asked to go out to the waiting room and tell the next subject (who in fact was part of the
research team) that the task to be performed was an interesting one. The researchers told half
of the subjects that they had convinced the person in the waiting room that the task was
interesting, while the other half was told that the person did not believe them and expected to
complete a boring task.
Cooper and Worchel’s study (1970) deviated from Festinger and Carlsmith’s (1959) in
that subjects were asked to tell someone in the waiting room that a boring task was interesting,
but only some of the waiting room participants supposedly believed the lie. The researchers
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discovered that subjects changed their attitudes about the task (that it was interesting) when
they thought the waiting room participant believed their lie; that is, subjects exhibited cognitive
dissonance when they believed they had effectively misled the person in the waiting room.
The findings of the research supported Cooper and Worchel’s (1970) hypothesis that
only those participants who thought they had convinced the waiting room subject that the
boring task was interesting experienced cognitive dissonance; that is, these participants
reported that the boring task they performed had been interesting, which is evidence of their
attitude change. Participants who believed they had not convinced the waiting room subject
that the task was interesting did not experience dissonance, and did not exhibit an attitude
change.
Several examples of research supporting cognitive dissonance theory have been found
by other scholars in the field of Psychology as well. Oshikawa breaks down the concept of
cognitive dissonance further, explaining: “The theory asserts that a person has certain cognitive
elements which are ‘knowledges’ about himself, his environment, his attitudes, his opinions,
and his past behavior. If one element follows logically from another, they are said to be
consonant to each other. They are dissonant to each other if one does not follow logically from
the other” (1969, p.44). When dissonance does arise, people are driven to reduce it by bringing
their “knowledges” back into alignment; alignment can be reestablished, as Oshikawa suggests,
by: changing one’s attitude or opinion; by modifying a memory information; through avoidance
or distortion; or by changing one’s behavior (1969, p.45).
Keeping in mind dissonance, as Oshikawa defines it, it follows that I the researcher—
fully aware of manufacturers’ and marketers’ interest in selling cosmetics and skeptical of
advertising claims in general (Bloom, 2006; Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998; Snyder, 2011) and
of eWOM in particular (Luhn, 2008)—should reasonably feel a lack of consonance when
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compelled to purchase such products based on advertising. Other MUA-ers aware of corporate
interests should also experience this dissonance and perhaps express evidence of dissonance in
their online reviews—especially if (and arguably, when) the product they purchased does not
live up to the advertising claims made about it.
More recent studies of dissonance by Salzberger and Koller (2005) have also found
support for cognitive dissonance and are directly relevant to the current study’s interest in the
role of cognitive dissonance in consumer behavior. Salzberger and Koller (2005) conducted a
longitudinal study testing dissonance over time by interviewing customers immediately after
they had bought consumer electronics and household goods (at Time 1). Three months later (at
Time 2) these respondents were again contacted and interviewed. Salzberger and Koller (2005)
found that only 10% of customers had experienced dissonance, with 19% experiencing
moderate dissonance. While levels of dissonance were relatively low at both Time 1 and Time 2,
consumers who experienced dissonance at Time 1 did not completely reduce their dissonance
by Time 2. These findings support the power of cognitive dissonance, that it is not simply a
passing phase, but can remain with consumers several months post-purchase.
Additionally, Salzberger and Koller (2005) found that the type of product purchased
(ranging from DVD players to vacuum cleaners) did not affect the amount of dissonance
consumers felt (2005, pp.291-293). This finding runs contrary to other research, as discussed in
the next section on product involvement, which has concluded that the type of product
purchased by consumers can have an influence on the level of dissonance these consumers
experience.
When it comes to measuring cognitive dissonance, an applied scale was developed by
Koller and Salzberger (2006). The authors modified a scale they adapted from the extended
Rasch model and as applied by Andrich, Sheridan, and Lou in 2003. That is, Koller and Salzberger
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(2006) “purified” the scale to align with “the theoretical expectation that CD [cognitive
dissonance] is about negative disturbing feelings” (p.4).
In the current study, evidence of cognitive dissonance in MUA product reviews draws
from Shamar (2014), who posited that cognitive dissonance “is used to describe the feeling of
discomfort that results from holding two conflicting beliefs. When there is a discrepancy
between beliefs and behaviors, something must change in order to eliminate or reduce the
dissonance” (p.833). Applied to MUA product reviews, when MUA-ers experience (and post
product reviews about) an internal discomfort or tension resulting from the purchase decisions
they have made, evidence of cognitive dissonance emerges.
Koller and Salzberger’s (2006) use of a scale to confirm test of fit for cognitive
dissonance informed this study’s analysis of product reviews for evidence of the phenomenon.
Phrases identified by Koller and Salzberger (2006) – some of which were cited as evidence of
cognitive dissonance in the current study’s coding manual—included: “Perhaps I should
spend/have spent the money on something else”; “I am not quite sure about my decision”; “I
am annoyed that I have to do without other things now”; “When thinking of the decision, I feel
unsmooth”; “I don’t know whether the booking [author’s note: purchase] was right”; “Now,
before/after the booking [author’s note: purchase], I feel uneasy”; “I do not know whether this
is/was the right choice”; “I would like to undo my decision” (p.5).
The current study also adopted similar examples of cognitive dissonance posited by
Koller, Salzberger, and Streif (2008): “Perhaps I should have spent my money on something
else”; and, “When thinking about my decision I feel uncomfortable” (p.4).
During the post-purchase phase, if (and most likely when) a product falls short of
expectations, consumers may experience a range of feelings, including cognitive dissonance,
while reconciling the purchase decision with awareness of manufacturer and marketer interests
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and previously disappointing purchases (Koller et al., 2008). We as consumers might also feel
exasperated that the quest to become the iron-maiden must continue, and perhaps begin a new
search for a better, perhaps more expensive product to remedy the physical “imperfections”
that trouble us (Wolf, 2002). The impact of advertising on body image and self-esteem (Agliata
& Tantleff-Dunn, 2004; Gulas & McKeage, 2000; Martin & Gentry, 1997; Hough, Bruce, & Hogg,
1999; Richins, 1991) as well as self-objectification (Stevens Aubrey, 2007) are explored more
fully in the next chapter.
Dissonance Resolution
Similar to the interest scholars have taken in how consumers experience cognitive
dissonance, there is an interest in the reduction or resolution of this dissonance (Engel et al.
1993; Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959). Engel et al. (1993) describe dissonance reduction as the
lessening of doubt consumers experience after making a major purchase decision. Festinger and
Carlsmith (1959) explain that cognitive dissonance is resolved in one of three ways: (1) the
person’s attitude changes to match her behavior; (2) her behavior changes to match her
attitude; or (3) the person rationalizes her behavior so it does not seem out of line with her
attitude.
For example, evidence of (1) a change in attitude might be illustrated by expressions of
cognitive dissonance in product reviews in the past tense: “At first I was angry that I bought the
new 12-hour eye shadow because it really doesn’t last all day. At least it looks good on for a
couple of hours though, so it’s not all that bad.” Alternatively, MUA-ers might (2) change their
behaviors to match their attitudes, which might appear in product reviews as follows: “I wish I
hadn’t bought that eye shadow. I’ll never buy eye shadow again unless I can try it on in the
store.” MUA-ers might also (3) resolve their cognitive dissonance by rationalizing their purchase
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–for instance: “I thought perhaps I should have spent my money on something else, but my
sister really likes it so it wasn’t a complete waste of money.”
Such sentiments as the ones captured in the statements above are explored in the
current study as examples of evidence of dissonance resolution.
High-involvement vs. Low-involvement Products
The relationships among MUA-ers’ involvement with products due to cost, their product
involvement due to reasons other than cost, and any evidence of cognitive dissonance they
express in their post-purchase reviews are investigated in this study. While most all women (and
sometimes men) regardless of age are targeted by advertisements for beauty- and healthrelated products, we can safely assume that members of MUA (and other comparable online
beauty social networks) have higher levels of involvement with these products and are more
likely to notice and pay attention to advertising for them.
Indeed, as noted by Felix and Garza (2012): “Especially in Western cultures, the body
has become something observable and objectified that can be formed and transformed,”
whether by way of health and beauty products or—on the more extreme and expensive end of
the spectrum –through cosmetic surgery (p.980). A Research Question posited in this study
explores the relationship between high product involvement and the tendency to self-objectify,
which depending on its findings, could support future studies examining high product
involvement and extreme measures used by consumers to affect how others perceive their
bodies.
Several scholars in the field of Psychology have identified a close relationship between
consumers’ level of involvement with a product (whether high-involvement or low involvement)
and the level of cognitive dissonance experienced after purchase of that product. Product
involvement has been defined as general level of interest in a product, its importance to the
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consumer, and the relation between consumer and product overall (Martin 1998, p.9, citing
Bowen and Chaffee, [1974], Day, [1970], and Howard and Sheth, [1969]).
Oshikawa (1969) discusses the impact of consumer level of involvement with a product
on the potential dissonance experienced, especially when a product is dissatisfactory. The
author notes that, following the purchase of an ineffective or unsatisfactory “convenience” or
low-involvement product, a consumer typically would not experience extreme dissonance. By
contrast, a costly, or otherwise high-involvement product that the consumer is invested in
(especially one that cannot be returned, as Oshikawa notes) has the potential to create a great
deal of dissonance for the consumer if the product proves ineffective or unsatisfactory.
A study by Martin (1998) relied on surveys with 123 respondents to identify ten
attributes of high-involvement or “high-meaning” products for consumers (p.11). These
attributes were product uniqueness; nostalgic value (products that are familiar or somehow
linked to the consumer’s past); price risk; association (the positive linkage between a product or
brand and other brands, people, places, organizations, activities, issues, or images);
quality/excellence (high quality brands); sensory appeal (a product’s attractiveness or artistic
value or sensory qualities); sign value (socially visible or symbolic brands); personification
(brands featuring attributes that are human-like in nature); interactivity (products requiring
consumer interaction and participation); and facilitation (products that help consumers reach
important goals) (p.10). That is, these attributes determine the complexity and intensity of
attitudes and feelings a consumer has about a particular product.
Like Oshikawa (1969), Martin (1998) found price risk to be a particularly salient attribute
of high-involvement products because a product’s cost is continual for consumers, both at the
point that the purchase decision is made and after the purchase decision (p.7). Within the
context of Martin’s study the median cost of low-involvement products was $4, whereas the
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median cost for a high-involvement product was $50. These median costs apply only within the
parameters of Martin’s (1998) study, of course, and do not extend to the current study as a
measure for high-cost/high-involvement products versus low-cost/low-involvement products.
As outlined by Martin (1998), cost alone is not the only factor in determining level of
product involvement. Considering the conceptualization of involvement as, in short, “the
relationship between a person and a product” (Zaichowsky, 1986) consumers can have especial
interest in or attachment to a product due to reasons other than cost. Zaichowsky (1986)
explains that levels of involvement can depend on one or more of three different factors,
including the person (the individual consumer’s values and experiences), situation (whether the
consumer is in the market for a new lip gloss or not may affect level of involvement with lip
glosses), and object (for example, the consumer has more or less interest in the product after
seeing it in TV advertisements versus magazine ads).
Zaichowsky’s (1986) review of the literature on the concept of involvement concludes
that two main factors determine the level of involvement with a product: “1) Personal
importance, personal ego, or personal relevance”; and “2) Differentiation of alternatives (i.e.,
the amount of product distinction within a product class).” The first factor closely resembles the
concept of involvement adopted in the current study, emphasizing personal interest in and
attachment to a product. The second factor focuses on consumer involvement with the
purchase decision process and is of less concern to this study because consumers typically make
purchase decisions first, and post product reviews after, making the purchase decision process a
difficult one to examine based on a content analysis of product reviews.
In light of the literature discussed in this chapter, it is reasonable to conclude that
consumers are generally aware of manufacturers’ and marketers’ motives to present products
in the most appealing way possible in order to reach sales goals, and, that most consumers are
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at least somewhat skeptical of advertising. When consumers like MUA-ers put their knowledge
of corporate interests aside and purchase products based on marketing claims anyway, it makes
sense that the disconnect between their attitudes and behavior would give way to dissonance.
In addition, based on the scholarship exploring high- versus low-involvement purchases,
it makes sense that consumers who are highly involved with products (i.e., who express
attachment to and place importance on the beauty- or health-related products, or who have
purchased costly products) would be more likely to experience dissonance post-purchase—
especially should these products fall short of these consumers’ expectations.
The next chapter briefly summarizes literature addressing the relationship among
product involvement, body image, and self-objectification among consumers, and female
consumers in particular.
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CHAPTER 4
SELF-OBJECTIFICATION
Bits of jargon pervading MUA product reviews point to MUA-ers’ high level of
involvement with products; phrases like “product junky,” “product whore,” and “product
addict” appear in one review after another. A “ppp” is a porcelain pale princess and a “lola” is a
lovely Latina (Saint Louis, 2011). As these terms and acronyms suggest, MUA-ers have adopted
their own language—albeit in a fun and playful way—to capture their continual and seemingly
futile struggle to resist shiny new products, the promises attached to these products by
marketers, and the close connection they feel to the products themselves. The common use of
acronyms like “HG” or “holy grail” in MUA product reviews reveal a pattern of conquest,
captured figuratively by references to products as objects of a long, challenging, and tiresome
search.
But why are MUA-ers so strongly compelled to find “HG” products? Why are they willing
to spend sometimes hundreds of dollars for an eye cream or an anti-wrinkle serum in the first
place? This chapter touches upon these questions within a larger and broader discussion of the
history behind cosmetics, (idealized) notions of feminine beauty, and the toll each of them takes
on perceptions of the self.
Movies are at least partially responsible for launching cosmetics and beauty products
into the culture, according to Black (2004). She notes, “Cinema had already done much to
popularize a made-up look, and this was used in the direct marketing of products” (p.33).
Beginning in the 1920s, the use of make-up became less daring and more associated with
fashion and style, and by the time of World War 2 the beauty industry “had become a mass
market” (Black, 2004, p.33).
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By the mid-twentieth century nearly all women (90%) wore lipstick (Black, 2004). It was
around this time that manufacturers and marketers began selling cosmetics as a means to
enhance consumers’ “natural” beauty. Despite feminist criticism of the beauty industry in the
1960s and alongside a cultural movement toward embracing the natural body, cosmetics
companies utilized the “liberated woman” figure in advertising. Black explains, “The rejection of
make-up among feminists was reinterpreted in the industry as the ‘natural look’” (p.39).
In the 1980s mannequins were an especially popular marketing technique, Faludi (1991)
notes, which by their very existence encouraged women to use “harsh, unhealthy, and punitive
measures” to achieve a “feminine” appearance that only mannequins could attain without
resorting to expensive and dangerous cosmetic surgeries. Faludi comments:
The beauty industry, of course, has never been an advocate of feminist aspirations. This
is not to say that its promoters have a conscious political program against women’s
rights, just a commercial mandate to improve on the bottom line. And the formula the
industry has counted on for many years—aggravating women’s low self-esteem and
high anxiety about a “feminine” appearance—has always served them well. (1991,
pp.212-213).
The feminine ideal Faludi references is akin to the concept of the “iron-maiden”
conceptualized by Naomi Wolf. In 2002, Wolf republished a work she had written about 10 years
earlier on the subject of feminine beauty. Wolf identified and coined the term “beauty myth” to
capture an experience of girls and women in societies around the world. The beauty myth that
girls and women are asked to subscribe to is the notion that they can somehow attain
unattainably high standards of physical beauty. Girls and women are exposed to idealized
images of female beauty in the form of advertising, media, and any number of other images
they see on a daily basis from the time that they are born. Exposure to these kinds of images can
cultivate a preoccupation or anxiety about appearance in girls and women as well self-criticism
and self-objectification, low self-esteem, and eating disorders.
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A large corpus of literature supports Wolf’s (2002) work, finding that images of
extraordinarily beautiful women—often digitally modified and enhanced—cultivate insecurities
in female subjects and decrease satisfaction with physical appearance. One such study by
Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) proposed that females in Western societies have been socialized
to view themselves and their bodies through the eyes of others, describing this phenomenon as
objectification of the self. Fredrickson and Roberts explain, “Objectification theory posits that
girls and women are typically acculturated to internalize an observer’s perspective as a primary
view of their physical selves. This perspective on self can lead to habitual body monitoring,
which, in turn, can increase women’s opportunities for shame and anxiety, reduce opportunities
for peak motivational states, and diminish awareness of internal bodily states” (1997, p.173).
Felix and Garza (2012) adopt Frederickson and Roberts’s (1997) conceptualization of
objectification theory in experiments testing the relationship between self-objectification and
several variables of interest to the current study: materialism; self-esteem; hedonic attitudes
toward advertising; skepticism toward advertising; and satisfaction with life. Felix and Garza
confirmed their expectation that “women prone to materialistic values are equally prone to
body appearance” (2012, p.986). They also found that the materialism variable and all measures
of body appearance had negative correlations with life satisfaction (2012, p.986). Additionally,
while the scholars found skepticism toward advertising had no significant effect on body
surveillance, materialism did have a statistically significant effect on body surveillance and
women with higher levels of body surveillance had lower levels of satisfaction with life (2012,
p.989).
In some ways, objectification theory resembles Mulvey’s (1975) analysis of “the male
gaze” which she identified at work in films; under both theories the view of the self has been
shifted from oneself to another viewer. These two theories differ, however, in terms of the
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exact source of the gaze. Objectification theory proposes that individuals who self-objectify
perceive themselves as they expect others would perceive them and not necessarily from a male
viewpoint as Mulvey’s analysis suggests.
Black (2004,) notes that marketers have moved away from the male gaze as the primary
point of view from which women are taught to see themselves. As women have become more
competitive in the workforce and have gained greater status and power in society, advertisers
have shifted their message; using cosmetics has become less about attracting male attention
and securing a husband and more about the pleasure of using products, of making time for
oneself, and escaping domestic responsibilities for even the few moments it takes to apply
lipstick and gaze at oneself in the mirror.
Of course, the shift away from seeing oneself through a man’s eyes to critiquing (and
arguably objectifying) oneself in the mirror is far from a victory for women. A study by Stevens
Aubrey (2007) tested the reach of objectification theory, and self-objectification in particular, in
an experiment with 356 undergraduate students. Stevens Aubrey (2007) discovered that
exposure to magazines that sexually objectified women correlated with self-objectification.
Interestingly, however, no correlation was found between exposure to sexually objectifying
television and self-objectification.
Thompson and Hirschman (1995) relied on semi-structured interviews with 30
consumers, both male and female, to explore self-image, body image, and self-presentation
among these participants (p.140). These scholars found support for their hypothesis that
“consumers’ experiences and perceptions of their bodies should have profound influences on
their consumption behaviors and the meanings attributed to products and services relevant to
body image issues” (p.141). Thompson and Hirschman (1995) concluded that self-control and
hard work to control the body through discipline defines the self in Western culture.
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Faludi (1991) adds that the idealized self—and the “feminine” self in particular—is not
only impossible to attain but requires a great deal of work, time, and money to even come close.
When women focus on other pursuits such as their careers, marketers remind them that they
are drifting ever further and further away from the beauty ideal.
Faludi argues that despite women’s success competing with men in the workforce and
enjoying professional and financial gain, marketers and the culture in which they live have
supported a “backlash” against them. That is, after two (arguably three) waves of feminism
women have finally made their way into colleges and universities, working their way into the
same offices and salary brackets as men, but are now made to fear that the stress and demands
of these achievements are running them down, wrecking their complexions, and causing weight
gain. They are made to question (or at very least, believe that other women are questioning): “Is
all this achievement really worth it?” Dominant sociocultural forces – which are both supported
by and reflected in advertising and other media—utilize the backlash to prevent women from
achieving equality with men.
A number of studies, most relying on experiments with young participants, support
Wolf’s (2002), Faludi’s (1991), Black’s (2004), Felix and Garza’s (2012), and Fredrickson and
Roberts’s (1997) theories about the relationship among marketing, anxiety about appearance,
and self-objectification.
Additionally, Richins (1991) tested the relationship between the viewing of
advertisements and consumers’ satisfaction with themselves. Richins concluded that female
subjects who saw images of very attractive models in ads reported less satisfaction with their
own appearance afterward, compared to subjects who did not see ads that featured models
(p.81).
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Female pre-adolescents and adolescents are also susceptible to the impact of highly
attractive models on their perceptions of self and their self-esteem. Martin and Gentry (1997)
examined the role of comparison motive (i.e., self-improvement, self-enhancement) among girls
in the fourth, sixth, and eighth grades, finding that while there were inconsistencies across the
three grade levels, advertisements can have negative effects on girls’ self-perceptions and selfesteem, and that the type of motive mediates these effects (Martin & Gentry, 1997).
Additionally, Trampe, Stapel, and Siero (2010) conclude that Western cultures—via
advertising and countless other outlets—encourage consumers to evaluate themselves against
unattainable standards of physical attractiveness. Trampe et al. focused on the impact of
marketing when ads for attractiveness-relevant products were tested against attractivenessrelated products standing alone—that is, products not featured in advertising. The study also
examined the extent to which product type influenced participants’ self-perceptions (e.g.,
beauty-enhancing products such as eye shadow, which enhance consumers’ attractiveness,
versus problem-solving products such as deodorant, defined as “serv[ing] to fix or hide beauty
liabilities or flaws) (Trampe et al., p. 1034).
One finding of Trampe et al.’s study (2010) confirmed the expectation that eye shadow
featured in an advertisement did indeed result in lower self-evaluations than exposure to eye
shadow not featured in marketing. Also as expected, there were no significant differences in
self-evaluation between exposure to the deodorant (whether featured in an ad or outside of an
ad) (p.1038).
Notably, while Felix and Garza (2012) did not find support for their prediction that
women’s skepticism toward advertising would significantly affect body surveillance, they did
find that higher body surveillance led to reduced satisfaction with life – a conclusion that
highlights the very real danger faced by young girls and women when exposed to the types of
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attractiveness-centered advertising studied by Richins (1991), Martin and Gentry (1997), and
Trampe et al. (2010).
Agliata and Tantleff- Dunn (2004) add that women are not alone in feeling the effects of
advertising that features very attractive models. Their study of advertising’s impact on men’s
body image concluded that TV ads containing images of very attractive men were correlated
with higher levels of depression and body and muscle dissatisfaction, compared to male
participants who saw ads without these idealized images (p.16).
Reinforcing the findings of Agliata et al.’s study (2004), Gulas and McKeage (2000)
concluded that advertisements featuring images of either physically attractive males or females
as well as images communicating financial success have a negative impact on males’ selfevaluations.
The existing literature supports the conclusion that manufacturers of products and the
marketers who work for them have a very strong and real effect on consumers. While
manufacturers and marketers may only intend to sell products, their techniques reflect larger
cultural and societal beliefs about what is normal, what is acceptable, what is desirable, what
should be desired, how we should see ourselves, what is feminine, what is masculine, what our
“problems” are, which products we can purchase to fix them, and ultimately what we can (and
should) do or buy to make us happy (Sassatelli, 2007).
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CHAPTER 5
RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES
Qualitative Research Question
The qualitative side of this mixed method study is rooted in one, broad research
question that is open ended in nature. This question explores what MUA product reviews reveal
(if anything) about reviewers as individuals, as a group, and as members of a larger consumer
culture:
RQ1: What will MUA-ers’ product reviews reveal about MUA-ers’ negotiations of beauty
culture and of consumer culture more generally?
Quantitative Hypotheses and Research Questions
All Research Questions and Hypotheses except for Research Question 1 were
approached both quantitatively and qualitatively. Research Question 1 was approached only
qualitatively with the researcher borrowing aspects of the constant comparison method. The
quantitative side of this mixed method study focuses on several research questions and
hypotheses, presented below. Brief summaries of the supporting literature are presented here.
Altruism
Scholars have identified altruism as one reason why consumers are motivated to rate
their experiences with products and post their reviews online (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Lee,
Cheung, Lim, & Sia, 2006; Mackiewicz, 2008; Walsh, Gwinner, & Swanson, 2004; Wasko & Faraj,
2000). Lee et al. (2006), for example, found that altruism or “the enjoyment of helping others” is
the motivation consumers most commonly report for knowledge-sharing in web-based
discussion boards.
Several hypotheses and research questions in this study are interested in evidence of
altruistic intentions in MUA product reviews, and if, or how these intentions relate to several
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dependent variables. Altruism is the independent variable in Research Questions 2, 3, and 4.
Specifically, Research Question 2 stems from the logic that users who praise a product as “HG”
(holy grail) value the product very much and have strong feelings about it. Logically, these strong
feelings could drive users to post positive reviews about the product for others to see and
benefit from.
RQ2: Will MUA-ers who express altruistic intentions in their product reviews be more
likely to describe a product as “HG?”
The next research question stems from the observation that MUA-ers often attach
photographs of themselves wearing or using a product they are reviewing, presumably to show
others the product in use. This question explores whether reviewers who intend to help others
are more likely to attach photographs to their user profiles. Logically, the more altruistic
reviewers would post photos to their user profiles so that others could easily envision what a
product looks like in use, enabling them to make an informed decision about whether to
purchase the product or not. This logic is tested in Research Question 3:
RQ3: Will MUA-ers who express altruistic intentions in their reviews also be more likely to
attach photographs to their profiles compared to MUA-ers who do not express altruistic
intentions?
A similar rationale forms the basis of Research Question 4. The logic behind this
question is that the more altruistic reviewers should offer information about their physical
characteristics in an effort to help others estimate or envision the likelihood of the product
working for them:
RQ4: Will MUA-ers who exhibit altruistic intentions be more likely to provide specific
information about their appearance (i.e., hair type, length, color, texture; skin type, tone)
than MUA-ers who do not express altruistic intentions?

58

Research Questions 2, 3, and 4 explore MUA product reviews for evidence of altruism. That is,
they explore whether MUA members evince concern for others or try to help one another by
recommending and showcasing the best and most effective products on the market. The larger
significance of these efforts is that consumers, by way of the Internet, are perhaps attempting
to help others circumvent and navigate the onslaught of marketing efforts that are targeted at
them daily. As previous studies have found, consumers recognize that they are targets of
companies whose main interests are to sell them cosmetics and other beauty- and healthrelated products (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Lee et al., 2006; Mackiewicz, 2008; Walsh et al.,
2004; Wasko & Faraj, 2000). Presumably, one reason why consumers join together as members
of online networks like MUA is to help each other identify the valid claims from the false ones.
Length of Product Reviews
Hypothesis 1 tests the relationship between evidence of altruism and lengthy product
reviews (based on word count). This hypothesis is based on the logic that reviewers passionate
about something (whether passionately pleased with it or passionately displeased) should write
longer reviews than reviewers who have lukewarm feelings.
Interestingly, a study by Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) found just the opposite of this
logic to be true as applied to book reviews; the scholars discovered that books rated either 1star or 5-star were shorter (had fewer words) compared to 2-, 3-, and 4-star reviews. Mudambi
and Schuff (2010), however, analyzed the “depth” of product reviews posted on Amazon.com
and determined lengthy reviews to be more helpful to consumers than shorter reviews.
Mudambi and Schuff’s (2010) study differed from Chevalier and Mayzlin’s (2006) in several
ways; in terms of methodology, the former counted the number of typed characters in each
review (as opposed to counting full words). Additionally, Mudambi and Schuff (2010) analyzed
reviews for helpfulness and examined types of goods—experience goods versus search goods—
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as a moderating factor when gauging the helpfulness of longer reviews. The scholars found that
the helpfulness of longer reviews applied less to experience goods (which consumers can most
easily assess through direct experience, such as cosmetics or hair products, a CD or a video
game) than to search goods (which by contrast can be assessed without direct experience, such
as new stationery).
Taken together, the work of Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) and Mudambi and Schuff
(2010) does not support a strong link between review length and helpfulness for experience
goods (as most beauty products would be categorized); however, the focus of the current study
is not helpfulness as an effect of lengthy reviews but rather reviewers’ intentions to help. While
reviewers who invest time and energy into writing long reviews seem to do so at least in part to
help others, it is possible that readers get lost in or lose attention when reading longer reviews
so that helpfulness is diminished. This rationale is the foundation for Hypothesis 1 – that longer
reviews require reviewers to invest more time, suggesting greater effort on the reviewers’ part
to provide as much useful and helpful information as possible. The question of helpfulness
effects remains open to further study but is outside of the scope of the current study.
Hypothesis 1 tests the relationship between evidence of altruism among MUA-ers and
product review length, based on word count:
H1: MUA-ers who express altruistic intentions in their reviews will write longer reviews
compared to MUA-ers who do not express altruistic intentions.
Valence of Product Reviews
The existing research suggests that a review’s valence—that is, whether the review has
a negative overall tone or a positive overall tone—affects consumers’ perceptions of the
product. Liu defines the valence of WOM communication as follows: “Positive WOM typically
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gives either a direct or an indirect recommendation for product purchase. Negative WOM may
involve product denigration, rumor, and private complaining” (2006, p.76).
Furthermore, Lee, Rodgers, and Kim (2009) found support for their hypothesis that very
positive reviews positively influenced consumers’ attitudes toward a brand, while both negative
and moderate reviews negatively influenced consumers’ attitudes. These scholars also
discovered that very negative reviews weighed far more heavily on consumer attitudes than
either very positive or moderately negative reviews, which provides support for the theory of
negativity effect—that unfavorable or negative WOM has more impact than favorable or
positive WOM on consumers’ opinions about products.
While negative WOM carries more weight than positive WOM, the literature also
supports what could be termed a “positivity effect” in that consumers tend to post far more
positive reviews than negative ones. Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006), alongside Keller (2007),
concluded that consumers make many more positive comments about brands than they do
negative ones. Research by Lu, Li, and Zhang (2011) employed a combined quantitative and
qualitative content analysis of online product reviews to find a larger percentage of positive
reviews posted on an online retailer than had been previously identified by quantitative content
analyses.
Given the impact that review valence has on consumers, the current study explores the
relationship between valence and what has been identified as a motivator for consumers:
altruistic intentions. Research Question 5 stems from the logic that MUA-ers may post negative
reviews with the altruistic intent to caution others from spending money on products deemed
ineffective, overpriced, or otherwise not worth the sticker price.
RQ5: Will MUA-ers who express altruistic intentions be more likely to post reviews with a
negative valence than MUA-ers whose reviews do not express altruistic intentions?
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Ratings of Product Reviews
It has been determined that the ratings consumers assign to products have an impact on
others’ brand attitudes, and ultimately, on product sales. Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006), for
instance, found that book sales improve when those books receive 5-star ratings from
reviewers. By the same token, sales fall for books that have been assigned 1-star ratings by
consumers.
Ratings can also correlate with the perceived helpfulness of product reviews to
consumers. Mudambi and Schuff (2010) discovered that for experience goods in particular,
reviews of products with very high or very low ratings proved less helpful to consumers than
reviews with moderate ratings. This finding is especially compelling given that MUA reviews
tend to address beauty- and health-related products, which largely fit within the category of
experience goods.
In their respective studies, Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) and Mudambi and Schuff (2010)
examined the altruistic effects of product ratings. Again, these scholars focused on the effects of
online reviews, which is different from the current study’s focus on evidence of reviewers'
altruistic intentions. The current study fills a gap in the literature by analyzing reviewers’
intentions –as inferred from the content of their posts, examining whether products with either
very low, or very high ratings will be more likely to express altruistic intentions than products
receiving more “middle of the road” type ratings. This is explored by Research Question 6.
RQ6: Will MUA-ers who express altruistic intentions be more likely to give a product a very
low (1-lippie), or very high (5-lippie) rating than to assign a more moderate or neutral
rating (2, 3, or 4 lippies)?
Similarly, looking at Research Question 7, if we presume that MUA-ers who have
benefitted from reading product reviews are motivated to “pay forward” this favor, then there
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is support for a concept closely related to altruism: reciprocity. Reciprocity theory suggests that
consumers who read online reviews and benefit from them (whether by reading positive
reviews and purchasing an effective product as a result, or steering clear of negatively-reviewed
products) are motivated to post reviews in order to help others as they were helped (Lee et al.,
2006; Mackiewicz, 2008; Walsh, 2004; Wasko & Faraj, 2000).
It follows, then, that consumers who have benefitted from others’ reviews are more
likely to have positive experiences with products and perhaps attribute this positive experience
to others, as posited by Research Question 7:
RQ7: Will there be a positive correlation between 5-lippie rated products and evidence
of reciprocity?
Awareness of Manufacturer and Marketer Interests
A study by Keller Fay Group (2007) determined that in an average week an American
consumer engages in 121 WOM conversations in which specific brand names are mentioned 92
times. This translates to an average of 3.5 billion WOM conversations that Americans participate
in each day (p.450). Most product reviews posted on MUA are branded conversations in that
they typically discuss experiences with and assign ratings to dozens of brands of beauty- and
health-related products. To the researcher’s knowledge, a content analysis of consumer
awareness of manufacturer and marketer interests has not been conducted to date. The current
study’s interest in analyzing product reviews for evidence of such awareness on consumers’
parts will fill a gap in the research. Research Question 8 explores the extent to which MUA-ers
express awareness of manufacturer and/or marketer interests in their product reviews:
RQ8: To what extent, if at all, do MUA-ers express awareness of manufacturer or
marketer interests?
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Although a majority of branded conversations tend to be positive (Keller, 2007; Lu et al.
2011), negative reviews have a substantial impact on consumer perceptions (Chevalier &
Mayzlin 2006, p.249). Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) found that negative product reviews
correlated with reduced book sales more so than positive reviews correlated with increased
sales. Lee et al. (2009) also find support for negativity effect, determining that extremely
negative reviews more strongly influence consumer attitudes about a brand than either
extremely positive reviews or moderately negative reviews.
Hypothesis 2, which follows, is based on the rationale that MUA-ers who either express
dissatisfaction with or have neutral feelings about a product—even if these kinds of reviews are
few in number –will also more likely express displeasure with that product’s brand,
manufacturer, or marketing compared to MUA-ers who have had positive experiences with the
product.
If consumers who have either negative or neutral feelings about certain products are,
indeed, more likely to express dissatisfaction with the brand, manufacturer, and/or marketing of
these products, such a finding would reveal consumer backlash against corporate interests –
that is, against companies that make empty promises in their marketing campaigns and
branding efforts in order to sell products.
H2: MUA product reviews with a neutral or negative valence will more likely express
dissatisfaction with a certain product’s marketing or branding, the product manufacturer’s
interests, or the product marketer’s interests compared to reviews with a positive
valence.
Finally, Research Questions 9 and 10 are designed to pinpoint those MUA reviewers who are not
only aware of manufacturer interests, but who also directly support those interests by accepting

64

payment or some other form of compensation in exchange for posting positive reviews about
products and the brands they represent.
Research Questions 9 and 10 are based on findings in the existing scholarship (Luca &
Zervas, 2015) that reviewers paid by companies to post reviews should 1) post fewer reviews
than the average MUA-er posts, 2) should not post a photograph to their profiles, and 3) should
assign much more extreme ratings (either 1-lippie or 5-lippie ratings) to their reviews.
The average number of product reviews posted by an individual consumer on any one
website is difficult to pin down. As discussed, websites that host product reviews differ
tremendously and attract extremely different kinds of reviewers who might be more or less
likely to post a larger or fewer number of product reviews. It makes sense that the average
number of reviews posted by a consumer on a specific retailer’s website, compared to the
number of reviews posted on a website like MUA, compared to some other website.
Anderson & Simester’s study (2014)—which examined product reviews posted by
consumers with a confirmed purchase transaction from a specific retailer versus consumers who
posted reviews but had no record of a purchase transaction from the retailer—found that out of
213,205 total consumers who had posted reviews, there was confirmation on record that
200,731 had completed transactions. Among these 200,731, the average number of product
reviews posted was 1.44. Interestingly, reviewers for whom there was not a record of a
transaction totaled 12,474; these reviewers posted an average number of 2.96 reviews—a
significantly (p< .01) larger number than the 1.44 reviews posted by reviewers for whom
completed transactions were confirmed (Anderson & Simester 2014, p.259).
As noted, Anderson & Simester’s study (2014) finds that the average number of product
reviews posted by reviewers (i.e., “honest” reviewers who have a confirmed purchase
transaction from a specific, though unnamed, retailer) is 1.44. Based on the literature examined
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for the current study, Anderson & Simester’s study (2014) most clearly identifies the number of
reviews posted by consumers on average; however, Anderson & Simester’s study alone cannot
define the average number of product reviews posted by a consumer.
Within the context of the dataset examined in the current study, 125.5 product reviews is
the average number posted by an individual MUA-er, not taking into account the registered
MUA members who have never posted reviews on the website. The median number of product
reviews posted by an individual MUA-er in this sample is 19.
Based on Anderson & Simester’s work (2014) and the average and median number of
product reviews based on the sample examined here, a “small number of product reviews”
posted by an individual MUA-er is defined as fewer than 5 reviews.
Research Question 9 explores the relationship between the frequency with which a
reviewer posts product reviews on MUA, and the extremity of the ratings they assign to their
reviews:
RQ9: Will MUA-ers who post a small number of product reviews (<10) also be more likely
to give very extreme (1-lippie or 5-lippie) ratings to products?
Research Question 10 examines whether MUA-ers who post a small number of product
reviews (<10) are also more likely not to attach photographs to their MUA member profiles, as
follows:
RQ10: Will MUA-ers who post a small number of product reviews (<10) also be less likely
to attach photographs to their profiles?
Together, Research Questions 8, 9, and 10, and Hypothesis 2 assess reviewers’ awareness
of and satisfaction with product manufacturers and marketing. These questions and hypotheses
provide insight into consumers’ awareness of marketers’ and manufacturers’ intentions to sell
products and how consumers’ experiences with a single product relate to their perception of the
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brand as a whole. Research Questions 9 and 10, in particular, seek to identify signs of
partnership between reviewers and product manufacturers and test the conventional wisdom
that manufacturers and marketers have infiltrated product review websites, like MUA, to
influence consumers’ perceptions of products and brands and perhaps as a result their purchase
decisions and behaviors.
Cognitive Dissonance and Product Involvement
Drawing from Festinger and Carlsmith (1957), Oshikawa (1969) defines cognitive
dissonance theory as the notion that people have “knowledges” about themselves that together
form a person’s self-identity. Should one “knowledge” fall out of alignment with the other
knowledges one holds of oneself, dissonance occurs (Oshikawa, 1969, p.44). Kuan, Bock, and
Lee (2007) frame cognitive dissonance theory by using specific examples, explaining that a
person holds various “cognitive elements” to be true in her mind, including knowledge of
herself, knowledge of her environment, her attitudes, her opinions, and her past behavior
(p.17). Should one of these bits of knowledge contradict or become at odds with another, the
individual is likely to experience cognitive dissonance.
As an example, cognitive dissonance theory would apply to the following scenario: a
female consumer has the “knowledge” about herself that she is a Media Studies scholar,
equipped with critical thinking skills and a keen awareness that manufacturers spend billions of
dollars on advertising with the express purpose of selling beauty products to her and other
consumers. Despite this awareness, she sees a magazine ad for lip gloss promising bright color
and all-day wear and purchases the product based solely on these marketing claims. If the
product fails to match her expectations, she experiences cognitive dissonance; that is, as a result
of her purchase decision her knowledge of herself as a critical thinker resistant to the allure of
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marketing falls out of alignment with her decision to purchase the lip gloss based on the
promise of an advertisement.
Other Psychology scholars have investigated the reach of cognitive dissonance by
replicating Festinger and Carlsmith’s work (Cooper & Worchel, 1970), even extending the theory
to the subject of consumer behavior (Koller, Salzberger, & Streif, 2008; Oshikawa, 1969;
Salzberger & Koller, 2005). For instance, Kuan et al. (2007) have applied Festinger and
Carlsmith’s theory to consumer purchasing decisions. Kuan et al. (2007) discovered that when
applied to consumer behavior, cognitive dissonance is “more pronounced when the purchase
decision is important and the consumer is exposed to new information not available at the time
of decision making that is contradictory to his experience and/or the information he already
has” (p.17).
The findings of Kuan et al.’s (2007) study support the notion that consumers who are
more invested in (or involved with) a product are likely to experience greater cognitive
dissonance should that product fail to meet their expectations. Like Kuan et al. (2007), other
consumer behavior scholars have examined the relationship between consumer level of
involvement with purchases (for example, high-involvement versus low-involvement purchases)
and the level of post-purchase dissonance that consumers experience.
As summarized in Chapter Three of this dissertation, Martin (1998) conceptualizes
“involvement” with a brand or product as the complexity and intensity of attitudes and feelings
a consumer has about that product – including psychological identification and the emotional
relationship with the product or brand (p.32). A product or brand might be more costly to a
consumer and therefore require higher-involvement on the consumer’s part. Or, a product
might be high-involvement because it conjures emotions for the consumer. High-involvement is
also associated with high risk products – such as ones that require a great deal of research in
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order to select that most likely to fulfill one’s needs or wants. When applied to the previous
example, if the critical thinking female consumer purchases a relatively expensive lip gloss based
on the magazine ad she saw, she will likely experience an even more pronounced dissonance
than she would have had the lip gloss been inexpensive.
In the current study, which is also interested in cognitive dissonance theory as applied
to consumer behavior, it is explored whether MUA-ers who are dissatisfied with a highinvolvement purchase will express greater cognitive dissonance in their product reviews
compared to reviewers who are dissatisfied with purchases that are lower involvement.
Research Question 11 is based on the logic that costly beauty products are more likely to
be higher-involvement for consumers and therefore more likely to correlate with cognitive
dissonance (Kuan et al., 2007).
RQ11: Will MUA-ers who have made a high-cost purchase more likely express cognitive
dissonance compared to MUA-ers who have made a lower cost purchase?
Similar to Research Question 11, Research Question 12 asks whether MUA-ers who have
purchased a high-involvement product (and who specifically mention emotional attachment or
meaning ascribed to a product or brand, apart from its cost) experience more cognitive
dissonance than those who have purchased a low-involvement product, again drawing from
Kuan et al. (2007) as well as Martin (1998):
RQ12: Does cognitive dissonance more likely appear in the product reviews of MUA-ers
who have purchased high-involvement products (high attachment due to factors other
than cost) they have purchased?
To extend Research Questions 11 and 12 further, Research Question 13 explores MUA
reviews for evidence of dissonance resolution among MUA-ers who experience and express
cognitive dissonance. As explained in greater detail in Chapter Six: Methods, Research Question
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13 examines MUA reviews for evidence that either (1) consumers have resolved the dissonance
they experienced after a high-involvement purchase by changing their attitude about the
purchase (i.e., by concluding that the purchase was not, in fact, a meaningful or highinvolvement one or by convincing themselves that the product is effective) or (2) consumers
have changed or plan to change their behavior, for example, by returning the product they
purchased or by choosing not to purchase high-involvement products in the future.
RQ13: What evidence of dissonance resolution, if any, appears in product reviews that
show evidence of high-involvement (whether high cost or high attachment other than
cost) with products purchased?
Regardless of if or how consumers have resolved the cognitive dissonance they
experience, cognitive dissonance theory as applied to the current topic holds that MUA-ers
should endeavor to align their attitudes about products and brands (as well as about
manufacturers and/or marketers) with their purchase behaviors.
Self-Objectification and Beauty Culture
Finally, Research Questions 14 and 15 explore the relationship between MUA-ers’
involvement with beauty-related products and their tendencies to self-objectify – that is, the
tendency for MUA-ers to perceive themselves as they expect others would perceive them.
These research questions further explore the findings of experimental studies that have tested
the relationship between advertising and consumer evaluations and perceptions of self (Agliata
et al., 2004; Gulas & McKeage, 2000; Trampe et al., 2010):
RQ14: Will MUA-ers’ product reviews reveal evidence of self-objectification?
RQ15: What relationship exists, if any, between MUA-ers’ level of involvement with
beauty-related products (whether due to cost or some other factor(s)) and the tendency
to self-objectify?
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CHAPTER 6
METHODS
Brief Overview of Methods
This project relied on a mixed method study involving both a quantitative content
analysis of product reviews randomly sampled from the MakeupAlley (MUA) website and a
qualitative content analysis of a subset of these reviews. Specifically, the methodological
approach employed here is classified by Zhang and Wildemuth (2009) as a “summative content
analysis” in that it involves first counting words and taking account of content and then “extends
the analysis to include latent meanings and themes” (p.2).
Research Question 1 was analyzed only qualitatively with the researcher drawing from
the constant comparison method (CCM), described in greater detail at a later point. With the
exception of Research Question 1, all Research Questions and Hypotheses explored in this study
were approached both quantitatively and qualitatively. For example, Research Question 2 asks,
“Will MUA-ers who express altruistic intentions in their product reviews be more likely to
describe a product as ‘HG?’” The dependent variable in Research Question 2 is the description of
a product as “HG.” This variable was coded (1) quantitatively, as either present or not present in
each product review as well as (2) qualitatively, by closely examining the words and phrases
used in each review to describe a HG product and explain why the product deserves the “holy
grail” designation. In both phases of analysis, product reviews posted on the MUA website were
examined within the framework of what was earlier identified as a duality at work.
Sample
The unit of analysis in this study was the MUA product review. A sample of N=315 MUA
product reviews was analyzed, which is similar to the sample size used in Pollach’s (2006) study.
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Research by Pollach (2006) examined 358 online product reviews by combining case study
research, corpus linguistics, and textual analysis.
Similarly, Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) examined a total of 640 reviews in their study,
including 320 reviews that appeared on Allrecipes.com and an additional 320 reviews of
computers and other electronics from epinions.com. Lu, Li, and Zhang (2011) represent the
upper range of sample sizes by employing a content analysis of 1,000 online product reviews
posted on taobao.com, an online retailer site popular in China that features a product review
system similar to that of Amazon.com.
The start date for data collection—September 1, 2015—was selected based on
cosmetics companies’ typical spike in sales in the end of the third quarter and beginning of the
fourth quarter of the calendar year (Cosmetics Industry, 2014). That is, sales tend to increase
around the holiday season between the months of September and December (Cosmetics
Industry, 2014). The month of September is, arguably, the end of Quarter Three and before the
beginning of Quarter Four of the calendar year for most businesses. In order to ensure a
representative random sample of MUA product reviews for the quantitative analysis, a Random
Number Table was used and then systematic sampling was employed. The researcher blindly
selected a number from the Random Number Table, which was 7. Based on this number, the
researcher archived and coded every 7th product review posted on September 1, 2015 until all
315 reviews had been coded.
The researcher coded all 315 MUA product reviews over the course of 6 weeks, with an
average of 53 reviews coded per week. To ensure a random sampling of product reviews, the
researcher logged on to the MUA website (www.MakeupAlley.com) at least once per week and
signed in with her username and password, then coded and archived each review both for her
records and for the purposes of the second coder’s analysis. A major benefit of coding batches
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of reviews each week as opposed to all in one sitting is that coders could approach the MUA
product reviews with relatively fresh eyes, minimizing mistakes; that is, coder fatigue did not set
in after analyzing an average of 15-20 product reviews per day as it might after reading several
hundred reviews, one right after another, for hours on end. Furthermore, MUA’s archival format
– where product reviews are archived by date and time – allowed the researcher to access all
MUA reviews posted on a single date (in this case, September 1, 2015) with the confidence that
none would be altered or deleted by MUA administrators for several years.
Of course, MUA-ers themselves have the ability to delete their own reviews from the
MUA site whenever they choose, which provides some support for coding all 315 reviews in one
sitting, as MUA-ers would have less opportunity to delete their reviews before the researcher
could archive them. The probability is low, however, that any of the reviews posted on
September 1, 2015 would be deleted by their authors. For these reasons, the researcher
decided to code and archive batches of reviews per week.
For the qualitative analysis, a subset of reviews was identified among the 315 total as
especially rich, insightful, informative and pertinent with regard to the research questions and
hypotheses. A more detailed explanation of the qualitative analysis as a process and how it was
conducted appears in a later section of this chapter.
Quantitative Content Analysis
A quantitative content analysis of all 315 MUA product reviews was first conducted.
Zhang and Wildemuth (2009) describe quantitative content analysis as a methodological
approach as “a way to count manifest textual elements,” and as a deductive approach “intended
to test hypotheses or address questions generated from theories or previous empirical
research” where “the data are selected using random sampling or other probabilistic
approaches, so as to ensure the validity of statistical inference” (pp. 1-2).
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In keeping with Zhang and Wildemuth’s (2009) description, the quantitative content
analysis adopted in this study identified and counted elements of online product reviews
(“texts,”) where a Random Number Table was used to determine which reviews (i.e., every 7th
review) posted on September 1, 2015 was randomly selected for review. The methodology also
assumed a deductive approach to explore research questions and hypotheses informed by
previous studies and theory.
Coding Manual and Coding Sheet
A coding manual (attached as Appendix A) and coding sheet (attached as Appendix B)
were developed for the quantitative content analysis, drawing from the work of Hennig-Thurau
et al. (2004). Several definitions outlined in Hennig-Thurau et al.’s (2004) table, titled “Motives
of Word-of-Mouth Communication Behavior,” provided a foundation for operationalizing
abstract concepts serving as independent variables in this study. These concepts include:
product involvement (“a customer feels so strongly about the product that a pressure builds up
in wanting to do something about it; recommending the product to others reduces the tension
caused by the consumption experience”); altruism - positive WOM (“the act of doing something
for others without anticipating any reward in return”); altruism - negative WOM (“to prevent
others from experiencing the problems they had encountered”); and dissonance reduction
(“reduces cognitive dissonance (doubts) following a major purchase decisions”) (p.41).
MUA-specific, user-provided information was coded when provided by MUA-ers in their
user profiles, including the members’ age range, and the presence or absence of photographs
the MUA-er attached to the user profile. As the MUA site does not require reviewers to provide
their exact age, this information was unavailable to the researcher; however, MUA does ask
reviewers to select the age range in which they fall. Thus, the age range of each reviewer—when
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voluntarily provided—was recorded using MUA’s pre-set age categories (i.e., 19-24; 25-29; 3035; 36-43; 44-55; 56 and over).
Reviews posted by MUA-ers falling within the “age 18 and under” category were
excluded from the sample to ensure that only data posted by adults were analyzed. In addition,
no information that could be personally linked to MUA users is presented in this research. While
reviewers’ usernames were coded by the primary and secondary researcher for the purposes of
distinguishing one review from another, this information is not reported here in any way. When
individual MUA members needed to be identified in this paper for the purpose of clarity,
pseudonyms were used.
Operational Definitions
The more definitive, objective variables coded in this study were attachment of
photographs to the user’s profile; providing specific information about personal appearance;
description of a product as “HG” or “holy grail”; average assessment of product cost; number of
people who found the review helpful; and number of reviews posted by the reviewer. The
researcher and the second coder coded these more objective variables in each MUA product
review in the sample.
The less definitive variables coded in this study, defined in greater detail in the sections
that follow, included: review length; product rating; positive versus negative valence; awareness
of manufacturer or marketer interests, or product marketing; evidence of cognitive dissonance;
evidence of dissonance resolution; type of dissonance resolution; expression of altruism;
reciprocity; assessment of product cost; MUA-er involvement with beauty-related products due
to cost; MUA-er involvement with beauty-related products due to reasons other than cost; and
self-objectification.
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Review Length
As explored by Hypothesis 1, MUA-ers who express altruistic intentions in their product reviews
presumably have more invested in their review, and are therefore more likely to write longer
reviews than are MUA-ers who post shorter product reviews. For the purposes of this study, the
researcher and her second coder each counted the total number of words appearing in each
product review. Then, the word count for each review was recoded so that those containing 100
words or more were categorized as “LONG” and recoded as “2.” Reviews containing 99 words or
fewer were categorized as “SHORT” and recoded as “1.” The decision to re-code reviews with
100 words or more as lengthy and reviews with 99 words or fewer as “short” draws from studies
by Kim, Lee, and Ragas (2011), and Willemsen, Neijens, Bronner, and de Ridder (2011), who
each counted an average of 115 words per review, and an average range of between 73-134
words per review, respectively. Based on these content analyses of online product reviews, 100
words is a logical break between longer and shorter reviews.
Product Rating
A rating of one to five “lippies” (cartoon lipstick tubes) appears alongside each product
review, and an average of all ratings assigned by MUA-ers overall appears as well. These ratings
can be understood as similar to the star classification system often used to rate movies; within
the context of MUA, one lippie indicates that a product is poor, ineffective, or low in quality,
while five lippies indicate that a product is effective or high in quality. MUA-ers must assign at
least one lippie to each product they review, making it impossible to assign zero lippies to a
product.
For the purposes of this study, the number of lippies assigned by the MUA-er to his or
her review is counted and recorded, with special attention paid to extreme ratings such as very
low ratings (one lippie), and very high ratings (5 lippies). This approach follows that of
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Mackiewicz’s 2008 study, which counted and recorded ratings associated with online product
reviews, and which paid special attention to reviews with best (5 star) and worst (1 star) ratings.
Also influential is the work of Mudambi and Schuff (2010), which was interested in moderate
ratings (three stars) versus very low ratings (one star) and very high ratings (five stars).
Positive versus Negative Valence
Each MUA product review in the sample was analyzed for attitudinal valence (positive or
negative) as by Liu et al. in their 2006 study. Like these scholars, the current study coded ratings
as positive or negative according to Liu et al.’s definition: “Negative WOM may involve product
denigration, rumor, and private complaining” (p.76). The authors explain that valence is
meaningful for a “relatively straightforward” reason; that is, “positive WOM enhances expected
quality (and, thus, consumers’ attitudes toward a product), whereas negative WOM reduces it”
(Liu et al., 2006, p.76). Additionally, “positive WOM typically gives either a direct or an indirect
recommendation for product purchase” (Liu et al., 2006, p76). In addition to “Positive” and
“Negative,” this study permits the coding of review valence as “Neutral” or “Not apparent.”
Awareness of Manufacturer and/or Marketer interests, or Product Marketing
Awareness of manufacturer interests and awareness of marketer interests were each
coded as present or not present in each product review. Product marketing, such as product
packaging, was also coded as either present or not present in each review.
Awareness of manufacturer interests was coded based on the mention (or the lack
thereof) of the product’s maker, and/or a company’s interest in selling products or making a
profit. Specifically, the researcher noted whether reference to manufacturer interests was “YES”
(present) or “NO” (not present).
Similarly, awareness of marketer interests was coded based on the specific mention (or
lack thereof) of an advertiser’s interest in selling products or making a profit. The researcher
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recorded whether reference to a marketer’s interests was “YES” (present), or “NO” (not
present). Mention of product marketing was also coded based on the mention, or lack of
mention, of a product’s marketing or branding – for example, whether or not the color or
texture of the product’s packaging was specified in the review. The researcher recorded
whether mention of the product’s marketing or branding was “YES” (present) or “NO” (not
present).
To the researcher’s knowledge, there is no existing literature that supports a particular
strategy for coding manufacturer and/or marketer interests in product reviews. However,
Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) coded a “motive of vengeance,” which is of interest to the current
study in cases where reviewers mention a product’s manufacturer and/or marketer in a
negative light. The scholars explored the prevalence of this “motive of vengeance” among
respondents by asking them to gauge their identification with several phrases, serving to
“retaliate against the company associated with a negative consumption experience” (p.41). Such
phrases included, “The company harmed me, and now I will harm the company!”; “I want to
take vengeance upon the company”; “My contributions help me to shake off frustration about
bad buys”; and, “I like to get anger off my chest” (p.46).
By identifying consumers’ motives to hurt (or help) companies, Hennig-Thurau et al.
(2004) tap into consumers’ awareness of and thoughtfulness about the businesses behind the
products they buy. Furthermore, their findings suggest that consumers recognize the impact
they can have on companies’ reputations and sales and they write their reviews with this in
mind. Consumer awareness of both company interests and the ability to affect those interests
support the current study’s analysis of product reviews for awareness of and reference to
manufacturers and/or marketers.
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Evidence of Cognitive Dissonance
Cognitive dissonance was considered present in a MUA product review when a reviewer
expressed that some behavior she has engaged in (i.e., the purchase of a beauty product) was
uncharacteristic of her, or “unlike her” in some way (i.e., contrary to her knowledge of self).
Additionally, drawing from Koller and Salzberger’s (2006) modified scale, the coders
examined and coded MUA product reviews for evidence of regret, indicated by such phrases as:
“Perhaps I should spend/should have spent the money on something else”; “I am not quite sure
about my decision”; “I am annoyed that I have to do without other things now”; “When thinking
of the decision, I feel unsmooth”; “I don’t know whether the booking was right”; “Now,
before/after the booking, I feel uneasy”; “I do not know whether this is/was the right choice”;
and, “I would like to undo my decision” (p.5).
Phrases similar to the ones identified in Koller, Salzberger, and Streif’s 2008 study as
exemplary of cognitive dissonance were also used as examples for this study, including:
“Perhaps I should have spent my money on something else”; and, “When thinking about my
decision I feel uncomfortable” (p.4). When comments such as these—that is, comments
expressing an internal tension about the purchase decision made —appeared in MUA product
reviews cognitive dissonance was coded as “YES” (present). Conversely, if no evidence of
internal tension relating to the purchase appeared in the reviews, cognitive dissonance was
coded as “NO” (not present).
Evidence of Dissonance Resolution
Alongside cognitive dissonance, evidence of dissonance resolution was coded in MUA
product reviews. Where cognitive dissonance had been identified and coded as present,
dissonance resolution was coded as either “YES” (present), or “NO” (not present). If there were
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never cognitive dissonance present to begin with, the code “N/A” was assigned. Key phrases
illustrating dissonance resolution (if present) were then recorded on the coding sheet.
Dissonance resolution was identified when cognitive dissonance was described in the
past tense, or as having passed. Furthermore, based on Festinger and Carlsmith’s (1959) work,
when dissonance resolution was coded as present it was then categorized into one of four
types: (1) ATTITUDE CHANGE: the person’s attitude changes to match her behavior; (2)
BEHAVIOR CHANGE: her behavior changes to match her attitude; (3) RATIONALIZATION: the
person rationalizes her behavior so it does not seem out of line with her attitude; or (4) Other.
As described earlier, an example of (1) ATTITUDE CHANGE might be: “At first I was angry
that I bought the new 12-hour eye shadow because it really doesn’t last all day. At least it looks
good on for a couple of hours though, so it’s not all that bad.” An example of (2) BEHAVIOR
CHANGE might be: “I wish I hadn’t bought that eye shadow. I’ll never buy eye shadow again
unless I can try it on in the store.” And finally, an example of (3) RATIONALIZATION might be: “I
thought perhaps I should have spent my money on something else, but my sister really likes it so
it wasn’t a complete waste of money.”
Only examples of fully resolved dissonance were coded; examples of partial resolution
and/or dissonance reduction were not coded in this study.
Expression of Altruism
Each MUA review was analyzed for the presence or absence of altruistic expressions. In
their work exploring motives for posting product reviews, Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) included
several statements reflecting a sentiment similar to altruism (i.e., “concern for others”) in an
online questionnaire. These statements included, “I want to warn others of bad products”; “I
want to save others from having the same negative experience as me”; “I want to help others
with my own positive experiences”; and “I want to give others the opportunity to buy the right
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product” (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004, p.46). These statements provided a foundation for the
kinds of statements that MUA-ers might make in their product reviews that capture altruistic
sentiments.
Similar to Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004), Lee et al. (2006) explored customer motivations
for participating in online discussion boards. Lee et al. (2006) identified several customer
comments as evidence of altruism or the “enjoyment of helping others.” These customer
comments included, “Since, the website is good, so I hope that more people can have more
confidence in using this website after seeing my message”; “I want to share the good experience
with other people”; “It is fun to share the experience with people in the web. And I believe it can
enhance the interest and confidence of customers for online purchasing tickets” (p.296)
Neither Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) nor Lee et al. (2004) conducted a content analysis of
product reviews; however, they offer sample comments illustrating altruistic sentiment that this
study relied upon as a yardstick when identifying and coding the presence of altruism. In the
current study, altruism was coded as “YES” (present) or “NO” (not present) depending on
whether or not reviewers expressly wrote about their altruistic motivations in their reviews (and
not simply based on inference of altruistic intent).
Reciprocity
When operationalizing reciprocity, the researcher relied on Lee et al.’s (2006)
definition—“a sense of mutual indebtedness for customer sharing in web-based discussion
boards. ” For the purposes of this study, mutual indebtedness is defined as expressions of
gratitude for the helpful information provided in others’ reviews. Each MUA product review in
this sample was examined for expressions of gratitude to other MUA-ers whether as a whole,
when referring to a specific MUA-er or with regard to a specific product review (p.296). In the
current study, examples of reciprocity might be expressed as: “Thank goodness for the reviews
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posted here. Had I not read them, I would have spent $50 more on the department store brand.
The cheaper product works fantastic and I’m so glad I bought it.”
Another example of reciprocity expressed in an MUA product review might be, “I so
appreciate you guys’ posts! This skin cream works wonders, so if you haven’t tried it already go
out and buy it today.” Reciprocity was coded as either “YES” (present) or “NO” (not present) in
each MUA review.
Evidence of reciprocity was also coded in terms of the number of people who
considered a product review helpful. MUA-ers can rate a review as helpful or not helpful by
clicking on a “thumbs up” (helpful) or “thumbs down” (not helpful) icon at the bottom of each
review. Presumably, reviews that receive multiple “thumbs up” ratings in terms of “# of people
found helpful” have helped other consumers make better, or at least more informed purchase
decisions and those consumers want to express their gratitude by “reciprocating” with a thumbs
up vote. If there were no “helpfulness” ratings assigned to the product review, “N/A” was
circled.
Product Involvement Due to Cost
In his work, Martin (1998) identifies “price risk” as a significant factor in determining
level of product involvement (p.39). Similarly, in this study MUA product reviews were coded
based on product cost as “high-involvement,” “low involvement,” or “uncertain.” Reviews were
placed in one of these categories based on the average number of dollar signs assigned to the
product by the group of reviewers, alongside more qualitative evidence in the form of individual
reviewers’ in-text references to product cost.
When MUA-ers review a product, they have the option to rate its cost on a scale from
one dollar sign ($-lowest cost) to five dollar signs ($$$$$-highest cost). Unfortunately, MUA
does not publish these individual reviewer ratings of product cost; instead, a number of dollar
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signs representing the average of all reviewers’ ratings of a product’s cost is published. The
researcher recorded this average rating of cost for the current study’s operationalization of the
concept.
In order to have a general idea of the relationship between product cost and reviewers’
involvement, the researcher recoded the average cost information into larger categories, where
either 4 or 5 dollar signs were coded as “group high-involvement” based on cost, and 1, 2, or 3
dollar signs were coded as “group low-involvement” based on cost. Only this first variable
(number of dollar signs) was used to categorize reviews as either group high-involvement or
group low-involvement due to cost. Of course, because MUA does not publish each individual
reviewer’s rating for product cost, it was not possible to draw inferences about each individual
reviewer’s level of product involvement based on the group’s assessment of cost; only
inferences about the group’s general level of involvement with a particular product based on
cost could be drawn.
The second, more qualitative variable assessing product involvement based on cost was
the individual reviewer’s reference to cost (or lack thereof) within the text of their review. This
more qualitative variable captures the individual reviewer’s personal assessments of product
costliness rather than relying on the average number of dollar signs assigned by all MUA-ers
who have reviewed the product. For this reason, coders were asked whether or not each review
included terms describing the cost of the product (i.e., “cheap,” or “expensive), and recorded
this information as either YES (such information is present), NO (such information is not
present), or UNCERTAIN. Coders then recorded the language used to describe product cost on
the coding sheet.
The researcher later recoded this qualitative information as follows: when MUA reviews
described products as “expensive,” “pricey,” or otherwise high in cost these were recoded as
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“individual high-involvement” (i.e., high-involvement due to cost). Reviews referring to “cheap”
or “inexpensive” products were coded as “individual low-involvement” (i.e., low-involvement
due to cost).
By assessing both the group’s assessment of product costliness (group-level
involvement), alongside more qualitative, individual assessments of product costliness
(individual-level involvement) an effort was made to best assess reviewers’ involvement with
products based on cost.
Product Involvement Due to Some Reason Other than Cost
For the purposes of this study, product involvement due to some reason other than cost
is defined as the importance of and general level of interest in a product (apart from cost), and
the relation between the consumer and the product. Martin (1998) concluded that highinvolvement products tend to share ten attributes: uniqueness, nostalgic value, price risk,
association, quality/excellence, sensory appeal, sign value, personification, interactivity, and
facilitation.
Of course, user involvement with products is subjective and not relegated to a set of
items on a checklist; for this reason, unique products that, for example, appealed to the senses
or were of high quality were not necessarily coded as high-involvement. In the coding manual
developed for this study a list of Martin’s (1998) ten attributes and definitions of those
attributes was provided as indicators of involvement. The primary researcher and second coder
kept this list of “high-involvement attributes” on hand while coding MUA product reviews,
treating these attributes as “red flags” if they appeared and paying careful attention for other
indicators of high-involvement not related to cost.
All reviews were examined closely for level of involvement based on reviewer interest in
and attachment to products (apart from cost), as well as evidence of the personal importance
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and personal relevance of products to reviewers (Zaichowsky, 1986). MUA product reviews were
coded as “high-involvement” (high level of interest in, attachment to, personal importance,
and/or personal relevance of a product) or “low-involvement” (low level of interest in,
attachment to, personal importance, and/or personal relevance of a product) due to reasons
other than cost.
Self-Objectification
Objectification theory posits that girls and women are socialized to “at some level, treat
themselves as objects to be looked at and evaluated”; in other words, “as numerous feminist
theorists have argued, women often adopt an observer’s perspective on their physical selves”
(Frederickson & Roberts 1997, p. 177). The current study borrows several attributes from
McKinley and Hyde’s (1996) Objectified Body Consciousness Scale, using their 8-item
Surveillance Scale—a subscale of the larger Objectified Body Consciousness Scale—as the
foundation for examining evidence of self-objectification in MUA product reviews. Among the
eight attributes on the Surveillance Scale are such items as, “During the day, I think about how I
look many times;” “I often worry about whether the clothes I am wearing make me look good;”
“When I can’t control my weight, I feel like something must be wrong with me;” “I feel ashamed
of myself when I haven’t made the effort to look my best;” “When I’m not exercising enough, I
question whether I am a good enough person” (p.191).
Coding self-objectification in MUA product reviews required subjective decisions on the
researcher and second coder’s parts to identify the sentiments highlighted in McKinley and
Hyde’s (1996) scale; the operating definition included any reference to the reviewer’s own
appearance, beauty, and attractiveness, reflecting a high level of self-consciousness; MUA
reviews reflecting these sentiments were coded as “YES” (present), while those not capturing
such sentiments were coded as “NO” (not present).
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Intercoder Reliability
Intercoder reliability was established for the quantitative content analysis by recruiting a
second coder to code approximately 20% (19.55% or N=61) of the sample (N=315). A coding
manual and coding sheets were provided to the second coder, who is an adult female
approximately 30 years older than the primary researcher. Arguably, the age gap between the
primary and second coders helped balance age-based biases and/or sensibilities brought to the
sample of beauty- and health-related product reviews by the primary researcher.
The primary researcher conducted a brief training session with the second coder by
walking her through the coding process for one MUA product review, ensuring that she
understood where to find pertinent information, and the level of detail needed. A Kappa
analysis was run to determine intercoder reliability between the primary and secondary coders,
as Kappa is understood to be a more rigorous test than percent agreement. The results of the
intercoder reliability analysis were Kappa = .839 with p < .001.
As noted in McHugh (2012), these results suggest an outstanding closeness between the
first and second coder’s analyses of the data. McHugh summarizes percent agreement as
follows: “The value, 1.00 percent agreement may be understood as the percent of data that are
incorrect. That is, if percent agreement is .82, 1.00 – .82 = .18, and 18% is the amount of data
misrepresents the research data” (2012, p.278). Applied to the study at hand, 1.00 – .84 = .16;
therefore, 16% is the amount of data misrepresenting the research data.
Qualitative Content Analysis
This dissertation follows the example of several other studies that have employed both
quantitative and qualitative content analyses to examine texts. Put simply, with the exception of
Research Question 1 (which is analyzed only qualitatively) all hypotheses and research questions
posed in this study were analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. It is perhaps important
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to note, however, that while all hypotheses and research questions except for RQ1 were
analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively, that does not hold true for all product reviews in the
sample. That is, all product reviews were analyzed quantitatively, but only a subset of these
reviews was analyzed qualitatively.
Zhang and Wildemuth (2009) explain the rationale behind employing both quantitative
and qualitative content analyses to account for the frequency of units, as well as patterns
emerging in these units. In particular, the current study relies on Zhang and Wildemuth’s (2009)
approach “beyond merely counting words or extracting objective content from texts to examine
meanings, themes and patterns that may be manifest or latent in a particular text” (2009, p.1).
Additionally, this study embraces Zhang and Wildemuth’s (2009) characterization of qualitative
content analysis as exploring meanings that lie behind a text; by being inductive and drawing
inferences from data; and by relying on texts chosen purposively to inform research questions
(p.2).
Examples of other studies relying on a combined quantitative and qualitative content
analysis of texts include research by Lu, Li, and Zhang (2011) who employed “numeric and
interpretive” analyses to study online product reviews comprehensively (p.8). These scholars
offer the following rationale for their approach: “It is time to give up strictly quantitative
approaches for WOM research, to explore the content of online reviews and to demonstrate the
major concerns and focuses in online reviews” (p.3). Additionally, Lu et al. (2011) note that a
mixed method approach to content analysis enables both the “identification of the
particularities of online reviews, and an understanding of how customers use the medium to
transmit their opinions” (p.3).
For the qualitative content analysis employed in this study, MUA product reviews were
purposively selected from the quantitative sample based on their relevance to the qualitative
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research questions posed here. This subset of product reviews was analyzed carefully to explore
underlying and recurring themes and patterns pertaining to self-objectification, and more
broadly, what MUA reviews revealed (if anything) about beauty culture and consumer culture in
general.
As Zhang and Wildemuth (2009) recommend, particularly vivid or illustrative wording
appearing in the product reviews and which informed the research questions was examined.
Reviews reflecting how MUA-ers view their social world (Zhang & Wildemuth 2009, p.2) –
especially when relating to altruism, reciprocity, awareness of corporate interests, cognitive
dissonance, dissonance resolution, product involvement, and self-objectification—constituted
the qualitative data which were quoted and used to develop categories. These quotes and
categories were examined for themes, considered in relationship with each other, and
interpreted to make inferences about how individual MUA-ers negotiated and communicated
their motivations and experiences relative to the central concepts considered in the study.
Zhang and Wildemuth observe that by employing qualitative content analysis, “the perspectives
of the producers of the text can be better understood by the investigator as well as the readers
of the study’s results” (2009, p.2).
Additionally, the researcher borrowed elements of constant comparison method (CCM)
for her qualitative analysis and to explore Research Question 1 in particular, which is a much
broader question about how MUA-ers negotiate beauty culture, and even more broadly,
consumer culture. Boeije (2002) highlights several steps that could be considered in order to
apply CCM in a systematic and valid manner. In her research of couples managing chronic
illness, Boeije (2002) references Glaser and Strauss (1967) and the development of theoretical
sampling to form grounded theory. She then describes constant comparison as follows:
Comparative thinking contributes to the development of criteria to distinguish
categories of data, to the conceptualization of the field under study, and to the
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patterning of the data that ultimately provides an answer to the research questions that
are examined in a particular study. (Boeije, 2002, p.408).
Furthermore, by continually comparing and contrasting the researcher “looks for
commonalities and differences in behavior, reasons, attitudes, perspectives, and so on” (Boeije,
2002, p.393).
In her study of couples experiencing multiple sclerosis, Boeije (2002) adopted five steps
when applying CCM: (1) Comparison within a single interview; (2) comparison between
interviews within the same group; (3) comparison of interviews from different groups; (4)
comparison in pairs at the level of the couple; (5) comparing couples.
For the purposes of the current study it makes sense to borrow from CCM for qualitative
analysis—especially Research Question 1—by conducting (1) comparisons within a single
product review and (2) comparisons among reviews of different products, as reviewed by
different MUA-ers. In so doing, the subset of MUA product reviews is read and coded, then
examined for larger patterns (i.e., combinations of categories or codes) (Boeije, 2002, p. 397).
While the current study borrows several aspects of CCM (i.e., drawing comparisons and
noting contrast across MUA product reviews in order to develop codes, categories, and larger
patterns), it is important to note that this study’s approach to analyzing its research questions
and hypotheses qualitatively does not exactly match the CCM process as Boeije (2002), or Glaser
and Strauss (1967) describe it. Firstly, the current study poses Research Question 1 and then
analyzes a sample of product reviews to explore that question. This study strays from the central
tenet of Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) grounded theory because the current study is not purely
inductive; in other words, by asking Research Question 1 and then approaching the data—rather
than approaching the data first and then developing a research question—the researcher can
only claim to borrow and apply elements of CCM rather than applying the method in a pure way.
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Together, the quantitative and qualitative content analyses supplement one another to
provide an analysis both relatively broad (in that it examined 315 MUA product reviews) and
deep (by examining a subset of MUA reviews both quantitatively and qualitatively in order to
assess how individual MUA-ers negotiate beauty culture and consumer culture, and support (or
lack thereof) for a help / hurt duality characterizing MUA and the product reviews posted on the
site.
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CHAPTER 7
RESULTS
To best situate and provide context for the results of the qualitative and quantitative
analyses, perhaps it is helpful to present descriptive statistics for the variables of greatest focus
in this study.
MUA Product Review Characteristics
As represented in the sample studied here, the average number of MUA product
reviews posted by an MUA-er since becoming a member is 126 (SD = 306). The number of words
per MUA product review, on average, is 123 (SD = 87.4).
MUA-er Attitudes about Products
More often than not, MUA-ers have a positive attitude (63.5%) toward the products
they are reviewing, rather than a negative (20.6%) or neutral (15.9%) attitude, with a skewness
of 1.04 (SE = .137) and kurtosis of -.461 (SE = .274). In terms of how MUA-ers rate the products
they review, 3.85 lippies is the average rating assigned to products reviewed on MUA (SD =
1.32), revealing that MUA-ers tend to rate products on the more positive end (closer to 5) of the
1 to 5 “lippie” scale, rather than toward the end negative end of the scale (closer to 1.) Upon
recoding lippie ratings into two groups: “extreme ratings” (either 1- or 5-lippie ratings) versus
neutral ratings (either 2-, 3-, or 4-lippie ratings), there is a fairly even division between the
proportion of reviews with extreme ratings (53%) and the proportion assigned neutral ratings
(47%), having a skewness of .121 (SE = .137) and kurtosis of -1.998 (SE = .274).
Based on the sample represented in this study, holy grail products appear to live up to
their name; just like in a religious context or in legend, “holy grail” products are exceptionally
rare and praised whenever found. For MUA-ers, an HG product is the object of a long and
tireless search, often at the expense of great time, energy, and money. It makes sense, then,
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that only a very small number of MUA product reviews (9 out of 315) describe a product as
having HG status. Reviews containing (or not containing) references to holy grail products have a
skewness of 5.69 (SE = .137) and kurtosis of 30.53 (SE = .274).
Product Involvement and Cost
On a scale of 1 to 4 dollar signs (and as averaged by MUA based on each reviewer’s
individual rating of the costliness of the product), MUA-ers tend to rate products as moderately
expensive (2.74 dollar signs), on average (SD = .745). While it may be too far of a stretch to
conclude that MUA-ers, on average, are moderately involved with the products they review
based on their assessment of costliness, it is argued in this study that these data reflect MUAers’ moderate involvement with the products they review based on cost alone.
MUA-ers’ level of involvement with products apart from cost tends to be fairly evenly
split between those expressing high involvement with the product they are reviewing (47%) and
those who do not express product involvement (53%), with a skewness of .121 (SE = .137) and
kurtosis of -2.00 (SE = .274). Evidence of high product involvement for reasons other than cost,
for the purposes of this study, was operationalized as references to: product uniqueness; a
product’s nostalgic value; association between the product and other brands, people, places,
organizations, activities, issues or images; the high quality of the product; the product’s sensory
appeal; the product’s “sign value” or social or symbolic meaning; the product as interactive or
requiring consumer participation; and/or the product’s ability to help the consumer reach
important goals.
Cognitive Dissonance and Dissonance Resolution
Most product reviews in the sample (81%) did not contain evidence of cognitive
dissonance; only about one-fifth (19%) did contain such evidence, with a skewness of 1.58 (SE =
.137) and kurtosis of .512 (SE = .274). Cognitive dissonance was coded as being present in a
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product review when a “discomfort” or “tension” was expressed following a reviewer’s purchase
of a product; that is, dissonance occurs when a person’s beliefs and behaviors don’t match,
leaving that individual feeling out of alignment.
Cognitive dissonance has been coded in other studies when the following statements or
sentiments (or comparable) are present: “Perhaps I should have spent the money on something
else”; “When thinking about my decision I feel uncomfortable.” Other indications of cognitive
dissonance are when, for example, the reviewer writes that some behavior (for example, buying
an expensive beauty product) was unlike her in some way, or when the reviewer writes that she
knew better than to buy a product, but bought it anyway for some reason.
Looking only within the 19% of product reviews (N=58) that contained evidence of
cognitive dissonance, in most cases (93.1%) that dissonance was resolved, having a skewness of
-3.49 (SE = .314) and kurtosis of 10.57 (SE = .618). Dissonance resolution was coded as present in
an MUA product review when dissonance resolution was apparently resolved by the reviewer’s
either changing her behavior (e.g. “I wish I hadn’t bought that eye shadow. I’ll never buy eye
shadow again unless I can try it on in the store); changing her beliefs (e.g., “At first I was angry
that I bought the new 12-hour eye shadow because it really doesn’t last all day. At least it looks
good on for a couple of hours, though, so it’s not all that bad”); or rationalizing her purchase
(e.g., “I thought perhaps I should have spent my money on something else, but my sister really
likes it so it wasn’t a complete waste of money.”)
Altruism and Reciprocity
Altruism was defined and coded to be present in a product review as either concern for
others (e.g., “I want to warn others of bad products”; “I want to save others from having the
same negative experience as me”; “I want to help others with my own positive experiences; “I
want to give others the opportunity to buy the right product”), and/or the enjoyment of helping
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others (e.g., “I want to share my good experience with other people”; “It is fun to share my
experience with people on the Web.” A slightly larger proportion (58.7%) of product reviews in
the sample expressed evidence of altruism than reviews that did not (41.3%), having a skewness
of -.356 (SE = .137) and kurtosis of -1.89 (SE = .274).
Reciprocity was defined for the purposes of this study as gratitude to others and/or
mutual indebtedness for customer sharing, examples being: “I am so grateful for everyone’s
reviews here, they really helped me make a good decision about buying this hair spray,” and,
“Everyone here was right – thanks to your reviews I bought the best eyeliner ever. I’ve found
that the best color is charcoal gray.” Only 6.7% of product reviews in the MUA sample contained
evidence of reciprocity, having a skewness of 3.49 (SE = .137) and kurtosis of 10.3 (SE = .274).
The overwhelming majority of MUA product reviews (93.3%) did not contain evidence of
reciprocity.
Additionally, for descriptive purposes, the number of “thumbs up” assigned to each
product review by MUA-ers who had read it was recorded. Overall, very few MUA product
reviews were assigned a “thumbs up,” with an average of .343 “thumbs” assigned to each
review, and median of 0 thumbs up. With regard to the number of “thumbs up” assigned to
individual reviews, only 18.4% or 58 of MUA product reviews in the sample received one thumbs
up, followed by 3.8% or 12 product reviews receiving two thumbs up. Very small numbers of
reviews received more than 2 thumbs up from other MUA-ers, including 1.3% or 4 product
reviews receiving 3 thumbs up, and just 1 review in the sample receiving 4 thumbs up, and 2
reviews receiving 5 thumbs up, having a skewness of 3.091 (SE = .137) and kurtosis of 12.559
(SE=.274).
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Awareness of Manufacturer and Marketer Interests, and Branding
Almost none (1.6%) of the reviews in the sample expressed awareness of the product
manufacturer, with a skewness of 7.78 (SE = .137) and kurtosis of 58.97 (SE = .274). Among this
very small number of reviews (N=5), three described manufacturer interests in a positive way; 1
described them in a negative way; and 1 described them in a neutral way.
Similarly, only a very small proportion of MUA product reviews (3.2%) revealed evidence
of awareness of product marketing, having a skewness of 5.37 (SE = .137) and kurtosis of 27.0
(SE = .274). Among the 10 reviews containing evidence of MUA-er awareness of product
marketing, six described marketer interests in a positive way, and four described these interests
in a negative way.
Only a little over one-fourth (27.0%) of MUA product reviews referenced or provided
information about the reviewed product’s marketing or branding, having a skewness of 1.04 (SE
= .137) and kurtosis of -.920 (SE = .274). Among the 86 reviews expressing awareness of product
marketing or branding, about half (53.5%) described it in a positive way, while only 8.9%
described it negatively. A very small percentage (3.8%) described the product’s marketing or
branding in a neutral way.
Self-Objectification
Variables coded to capture self-objectification in MUA product reviews included
volunteering information about one’s skin, hair, and/or eyes; volunteering other information
about one’s appearance in-text; and evidence of self-objectification generally, within the text of
the review.
When prompted by MUA to offer information about their skin, hair, and eyes to be
associated with their profile, almost all (96.5%) MUA-ers provided information about one or all
of those elements of their appearance, having a skewness of -5.09 (SE = .137) and kurtosis of
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24.07 (SE = .274). When not prompted by MUA, less than half of MUA-ers (39.4%) volunteered
information in their product reviews about their appearance, with a skewness of .437 (SE = .127)
and kurtosis of -1.820 (SE = .274).
Finally, self-objectification is defined herein as seeing one’s physical self from the
perspective of others (for example: “During the day, I think about how I look many times”; “I
feel ashamed of myself when I haven’t made the effort to look my best”; and, “When I’m not
exercising enough, I question whether I am a good person.”) More than half (55.2%) of the MUA
product reviews in the sample lacked evidence of self-objectification, which left 44.8% of
reviews that did contain such evidence, having a skewness of a .212 (SE = .137) and kurtosis of 1.97 (SE = .274).
With the descriptive statistics presented for each of the variables above, it is the
author’s hope that a useful and informative context is provided for the discussion of findings
relating to the hypotheses and research questions, to follow.
Quantitative and Qualitative Results
The current study proposes that a “help/hurt duality” characterizes MUA, serving as a
framework for examining how MUA-ers utilize the online beauty social network to participate in
and negotiate beauty culture. Overall, the quantitative analysis applied to this study revealed
that only 1 of the 2 hypotheses was supported. When considering the qualitative findings into
account as well, it does appear that the qualitative analysis aligns with the quantitative analysis.
Additionally, for 11 of the 15 research questions there was not a significant relationship
among the variables analyzed. In other words, while in some cases there was sufficient theory or
existing literature to explore a statistical link between two or more variables, the present
analyses, for the most part, failed to find such a connection. This suggests that, again, for the
most part, the variables identified in this study operate rather independently from one another
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in the data.” With 11 of the 15 research questions not revealing a significant relationship among
variables, the four exceptions were: one research question (Research Question 1) that was very
broad and analyzed only qualitatively; one research question (Research Question 10) that
revealed a significant relationship among variables; and one research question (Research
Question 5) revealed a somewhat significant relationship between the variables analyzed.
Additionally, Research Question 14 revealed a relationship among variables as based on the
qualitative analysis.
The qualitative analyses of all research questions except for Research Question 14
aligned with the quantitative findings; that is, the qualitative analysis added context and
meaning to the quantitative findings, providing specific examples to illustrate a relationship
between variables (or lack thereof) in a product review. As noted, Research Question 1 was
analyzed only qualitatively and informed by the findings of all other research questions and
hypotheses of this study. Each of the hypotheses and research questions posited in this study is
addressed in turn in this chapter.
As the broadest and most open-ended question posited in this study, Research Question
1 (which asked what MUA-ers’ product reviews revealed about MUA-ers’ negotiations of beauty
culture and of consumer culture more generally) is perhaps best addressed at the end of this
chapter. That is, an analysis of Research Question 1 can be expected to draw upon the findings
of the other hypotheses and research questions explored in this study, and in order to address
Research Question 1, it may also be helpful to reference the findings of other hypotheses and
research questions. For these reasons, the findings of the qualitative analysis of Research
Question 1 are presented at the end of this chapter.
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Altruism
For the purposes of this study, altruism was defined as either concern for others, or the
enjoyment of helping others. As presented earlier, the number of MUA product reviews
containing evidence of altruism is larger than the number of reviews not containing such
evidence by count alone. When explored qualitatively, expressions of altruistic intentions vary
widely and take several different forms, including general advice to other MUA-ers, tips for the
most effective use of a product, comparisons to other similar (but less costly) products – which
MUA-ers often refer to as “dupes” or “duplicates”—and explicit direction to other MUA-ers to
try a product because it is effective.
Figure 3 serves as an example of altruism in the form of general advice to other MUAers, directed to them in the second person: “It can be a touch drying, so make sure to follow up
with a moisturizer post-shower (which you should be doing anyways!)” Altruism also emerges in
the form of tips provided to other MUA-ers for the most effective use of a product, as in Figure
5: “TRUST ME wgen [sic] I say this you’ll feel a complete difference in your hair its [sic] as if it got
stronger.” MUA-ers also show concern for others when providing advice for comparable but less
expensive product alternatives, as in Figure 8. The MUA-er writes: “A cheaper alternative to and
acceptable dupe for this polish, IMO, is Fingerpaint’s Surreal Sunset, at half the price.”
Additionally, altruism takes the shape of direct and explicit promotion of a product and
recommendation for its use; Figure 9 provides an example of such a review, reading, “Give it a
try…it really works great!!!”
It does appear from the qualitative analysis that when altruistic intentions become
evident in product reviews, they are efforts on the part of MUA-ers to help others sift through
the endless number of products on the market, identifying the most effective and least
expensive options available.
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Altruism and Holy Grail Status of Product: Religious Symbolism
Research Question 2 explored the relationship between altruistic intentions expressed
in MUA product reviews and the likelihood of describing a product as “HG.” A statistically
significant relationship between these two variables was not found, x 2 (1) = .39 a, p = .844.
Sample size is likely the reason behind the lack of a statistically significant relationship, as only 9
MUA product reviews out of 315 described a product as “HG.” (See Table 1).
Approached qualitatively, the 9 product reviews that identified a product as “HG,”
indeed, did not seem especially motivated by an overt interest in helping other MUA-ers. As
illustrated in Figure 1, which describes NARS Radiant Creamy Concealer as HG, the reviewer
notes that the product “is probably the one true HG product [she’s] found,” however, she does
not explicitly offer help or advice nor does she recommend the product to others in her review.
Similarly, the product reviews highlighted in Figure 2, Figure 3, Figure 4, and Figure 5
reveal that even those reviews especially altruistic in nature do not describe the products
reviewed as “HG.” While there does not seem to be a definitive link between describing a
product as “HG” and evidence of altruism in MUA product reviews, a handful of reviews do
exhibit both; Figure 6, for example, describes L’Oreal Infallible Pro-Matte 24HR Foundation as
“My HG foundation,” and then offers tips to other reviewers for application, saying, “I suggest to
really moisturize your skin before applying this foundation.” She then speaks from experience to
recommend a method for application: “I apply it with either beauty blender [or] real techniques
face expert brush, both ways the result is flawless ☺.”
The MUA-ers’ altruistic intent, here, is to provide information for the most effective
application of the product; such information would not be readily available to others without
trial and error, or perhaps the purchase of multiple brushes and application tools. By identifying
both a beauty blender and the exact brand of a brush that apply the product most effectively
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(i.e., a Real Techniques Face Expert Brush), the reviewer hopes to spare other MUA-ers from the
time and expense required – and that she perhaps invested herself - to find and purchase these
application tools.
The review highlighted in Figure 7 also offers advice based on her experience for how to
use a product with the best results. She notes that LUSH Ultra Blend (a facial cleanser) is her
“HG makeup cleanser,” offering other reviewers a step-by-step look into how she uses it: “I
smear it all over my whole face and eyes. I then use a muslin cloth to remove it from my face
and to be more gentle on and around my eyes I use this amazing super soft cloth I got from
Body Shop.”
Altruism and Product Ratings
Research Question 6 is discussed next, as it bears a close similarity to Research Question
2. Research Question 6 investigated the relationship between altruistic intentions in MUA-ers’
reviews and ratings of the products they were reviewing (whether extreme ratings, i.e., 1-lippie
or a very high rating of 5-lippies, or more neutral ratings of 2-, 3-, or 4-lippies). A significant
relationship was not found between altruistic intentions and extreme ratings, x 2 (1) =.227 a, p =
.633. (See Table 2).
Approached qualitatively, the MUA products rated as either extremely negative or
extremely positive (i.e., 1-lippie or 5-lippies,) do not appear to be reviewed by overtly altruistic
MUA-ers. And, very altruistic product reviews do not necessarily tend to have 1-lippie or 5-lippie
ratings.
Altruism and Longer Reviews
Hypothesis 1 proposed that MUA-ers who expressed altruistic intentions in their reviews
would write longer reviews (101+ words) compared to MUA-ers who did not express such
intentions (<100 words). It was found that a significant relationship between evidence of
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altruism in MUA product reviews and review length (i.e., number of words) does exist; x 2 (1) =
16.409 a, p = .001. (See Table 3).
Examined qualitatively, longer reviews (101+ words) also tended to express altruistic
intentions. One review in the sample (see Figure 36) described itself as especially long and also
expressed altruistic intentions by cautioning others against a cleanser recommended to her by a
department store employee. She describes her own negative experience with the cleanser in
hopes that others will avoid her fate, saying, “I suddenly developed huge mountains of little
spots, whiteheads and painful cystic acne all over my face. This was the only change in my skin
care routine so I attribute this reaction to the cleanser.” The reviewer then describes her own
review as long, writing, “ANYWAY! To round up this long review, I won’t be purchasing this
again.” The word count of the review is 207 (which is indeed longer than the average MUA
product review at 123 words.)
Also interesting to note is the finding that the average number of words in reviews
expressing altruistic intentions was larger than the average number of words in reviews not
expressing such intentions (138 words vs. 101 words, respectively). The mean or average
number of words for the sample of MUA product reviews studied here is 123 words, and
reviews expressing altruism had a larger number of words than the average (138 words vs. the
average 123 words). By contrast, reviews not expressing altruism had a smaller number of
words than the average (101 words vs. the average 123 words). These findings do not respond
directly to a hypothesis or research question posited in this study but align with the findings of
Hypothesis 1 in uncovering a relationship between the length of product reviews and altruism.
Altruism and Volunteering Information about Self
Also examining evidence of altruistic intentions is Research Question 3, which explores
how an expressed interest in helping others relates to the attachment of photographs to MUA
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reviewer profiles. A slight, but not significant relationship was found between evidence of MUAers’ altruistic intentions and their likelihood of attaching photographs, x 2 (2) = 5.300 a, p = .071.
(See Table 4).
A qualitative analysis yielded no real patterns as to which reviews were more likely to
have photographs attached. MUA-ers of all ages, skin and hair types, and attitudes toward
products attach photographs to their profiles, and MUA-ers of all ages, skin and hair types, and
attitudes toward products choose not to attach photographs to their profiles. Perhaps it should
come as no surprise, then, that the qualitative analysis neither supported nor challenged the
quantitative data; that is, a close reading of reviews that expressed altruistic intentions did not
reveal a trend of either posting photographs or of not posting photographs. Figure 8, for
example, is a review featuring altruistic intentions with (18) photographs attached to her MUA
profile, while Figure 9 features a review with altruistic intentions but no photographs.
Research Question 4 examines altruistic intentions in MUA product reviews and how
they relate to specific information about appearance. That is, it takes a close look at altruistic
intentions apparent in reviews that respond to MUA member profile questions (i.e., “What is
your…” hair type, length, color, or texture; skin type or skin tone) and compares them to MUA
product reviews that do not express altruistic intentions. This study found that there is not a
significant relationship between altruistic intentions and providing information about
appearance in MUA product reviews, x 2 (1) =.829 a, p = .363; the relationship between these
two variables is not significant because only 11 out of 315 MUA product reviews both expressed
altruistic intentions and featured information about skin, hair, or eyes shared by MUA-ers in
response to member profile questions. (See Table 5).
Research Question 4 also examined the relationship between altruistic intentions and
information volunteered about appearance (that is, information about appearance beyond that
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which is prompted by and volunteered in member profiles.) Again, there was no significant
relationship between altruistic intentions and information provided about appearance x 2 (2)
=.909 a, p = .635. (See Table 6). In sum, whether MUA-ers provided information about their
appearance in response to questions prompted by MUA, or they provided information about
their appearance voluntarily without being prompted, there is not a significant relationship
between such variables and altruism.
A qualitative analysis of product reviews in which MUA-ers provided information about
their appearance when prompted, and in which MUA-ers volunteered information about their
appearance without being prompted, revealed no consistent pattern across product reviews or
reviewers. In other words, there seem to be no salient characteristics among MUA-ers who
provide information about their physical appearance, and there seem to be no salient
characteristics among MUA-ers who choose not to provide information about their physical
appearance.
The qualitative analysis of the product reviews containing both altruistic intentions and
information volunteered about appearance revealed little in the way of support for a
relationship between the variables. Figure 21, for example, contains both variables but provides
little insight into how (if at all) the two variables relate. The author, whose review of a multipurpose dry oil is presented in Figure 21, volunteers some information about her appearance,
saying, “So far, I’ve used the product on my coarse, dry, curly hair.” Later, she offers to other
MUA-ers: “In short, I definitely recommend you try it out at least once :) it may surprise you.”
Altruism and Attitude about Product
Overall attitude in MUA product reviews was operationalized as “the reviewer’s attitude
about this product overall,” where attitude was coded as either “Positive,” “Negative,” or
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“Neutral.” If the reviewer’s attitude about the product being reviewed was not apparent, “Not
Apparent” was selected.
The quantitative analysis reveals there to be a somewhat significant relationship,
including x2 = 5.448 a, p = .066, between altruism and MUA-ers’ attitudes toward a product. (See
Table 7). In other words, there is some support that MUA-ers help others identify which
products are worth spending money on – that is, those products they feel positive about.
Therefore, the answer to Research Question 5 (“Will MUA-ers who express altruistic intentions
be more likely to post reviews with a negative valence than MUA-ers whose reviews do not
express altruistic intentions?”) leans toward “No.” Toward the contrary, MUA-ers expressing
altruism in their reviews are more likely to have a positive attitude about a product than a
negative or neutral attitude, though again, this is only a somewhat significant relationship.
A qualitative overview of attitude towards the products reviewed in the sample does
not point to notable similarities among reviews or reviewers who have a positive attitude about
a product (nor among reviews or reviewers reflecting a negative, or neutral attitude about a
product). The patterns that would be expected to appear among groups of reviews or reviewers
do, indeed, appear, in that positive attitudes about a product correspond with high product
ratings (number of lippies), while negative attitudes about a product correspond with low
product ratings, and neutral attitudes correspond with neutral ratings. As would be expected,
the handful of product reviews containing reference to holy grail or “HG” products also contain
evidence of a positive attitude about those products; however, no other patterns emerge across
reviews in this sample regarding attitude toward products.
Returning to Research Question 5, in particular, a qualitative analysis of the sample
supports that product reviews revealing evidence of altruism do have a tendency to speak
positively about the product; Figure 8 illustrates such a product review, where a positive
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attitude about the product emerges in the review (“From the Oil Slick collection, containing
seven multi-hued beauties, it’s a russet-like, very fall appropriate, multi-dimensional wonder.”)
Evidence of altruism is also notable in this review, in the form of advice based on personal
experience (“You have to take care in application, because it will show exactly how it was
applied (the polish, though opaque, will mimic the brush movement, showing swirls, direction
brush was moved in, etc., which can be kind of cool actually,”) and in the form of recommending
a comparable though less expensive alternative to other MUA-ers (“A cheaper alternative to and
acceptable dupe for this polish, IMO, is Fingerpaint’s Surreal Sunset, at half the price.”)
Figure 9 similarly captures a reviewer’s positive attitude toward a product (“This primer
is amazing!!! I have very oily skin and this primer works great!”) and similarly offers advice to
other MUA-ers for most effective use of the product based on her own experience with it in
order to enhance their experience: “I apply a small pea size amount to my finger, rub both
hands together (finger tips only) and pat/press it onto my oily areas. Do not rub it in, just press
or pat it in.”
Reciprocity
Research Question 7 explores a variable similar to altruism: reciprocity. For the purposes
of this study, reciprocity is defined as “gratitude to others” or “mutual indebtedness for
customer sharing.” Reviews containing evidence of reciprocity represent a very small proportion
of the sample (6.7%), and in reviews that do contain such evidence it appears in the form of a
sentence or two, buried within other more salient points that the reviewer is making. As
addressed in greater detail below, Figures 10 and 11 represent the small number of reviews in
the sample containing evidence of reciprocity.
In answer to Research Question 7, there is not a significant relationship between
reciprocity expressed in MUA product reviews and very positive product ratings, x2 (1) = .932 a, p
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= .334. (See Table 8). Put differently, there is no support for a relationship between reciprocity
and 5-lippie rated products. This finding is likely due to the small total number of MUA-ers (only
21 out of 315) who expressed reciprocity in their product reviews.
The qualitative analysis of Research Question 7 supports the quantitative findings;
Figure 10 and Figure 11 are two of the strongest examples of reciprocity in the sample studied,
and even in these examples, reciprocity does not appear to be the primary or even secondary
motivation behind the reviews. In the review captured in Figure 10, the MUA-er writes only that
“the people who say that this is better than Shu Uemura are not wrong,” not mentioning other
MUA-ers’ reviews in particular, but instead, “the people” in general. The review captured by
Figure 11 similarly does not credit other MUA reviews in particular for information about a
product, but instead writes, “I bought the one that is (fragrance free) because I saw some
complaints about the other ones [sic] scent?”
Manufacturer and Marketer Interests, and Product Branding
Awareness of Manufacturer and Marketer Interests, and Product Branding
Research Question 8 asked about the extent to which MUA-ers are aware of
manufacturer and marketer interests. Unfortunately, few MUA product reviews in the sample
studied express awareness of manufacturer interests (5 out of 315 MUA reviews), followed by
only 10 out of 315 MUA product reviews expressing awareness of marketer interests, leaving
little room for statistically significant findings when the relationships between these variables
and others are analyzed. Eighty-five of the 315 MUA reviews expressed awareness of product
marketing or branding. A qualitative analysis of the handful of reviews expressing awareness of
manufacturer interests (N=5) and marketer interests (N=10) added little insight to the
quantitative findings as no consistent pattern emerged among them.
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However, while it was not the case with every review, there does seem to be a general
distaste for product manufacturers and marketers. One reviewer, for example, expresses
annoyance with the distribution and marketing of a product; Figure 12 captures the reviewer’s
love for E.L.F. products but also her irritation at the lack of product availability, as well as the
cost and difficulty of purchasing E.L.F. products online. She writes, “If it weren’t so that I lived in
a place where elf is only sold at one store & it’s a pain to get to other stores + shipping on elf u
have to buy $35+ well that’s [sic] my options so ordering online looks a whole lot more
attractive on elf’s slow a$$ site but that’s not the product’s fault.”
A second reviewer describes the marketing efforts for Laurelle Parfums as a scam to sell
low quality products. She writes, “I did some research on these perfumes after my boyfriend
mentioned the sales woman told him they were super popular in the UK. Turns out they have
been around for years, selling greatly overpriced, cheap quality fragrances, even using the same
tactics of selling 1 bottle and throwing in several more ‘for free’” (see Figure 13) .
Additionally, standing out among the sample of product reviews studied here is a
notably subversive product review that might best be described as a “meta-review,”(see Figure
14) in that it utilizes MUA not to review a product, but to rate and review a forum for product
reviews; that is, the review rates the “Sephora Ratings & Reviews Section.”
On its website, Sephora describes itself as a “visionary beauty-retail concept” with a
“unique, open-sell environment [that] features an ever-increasing amount of classic and
emerging brands across a broad range of product categories including skincare, color, fragrance,
body, smilecare, and haircare, in addition to Sephora’s own private label” (Sephora). And, as
many retailers have begun to do in recent years, Sephora allows consumers to post reviews of
products they have purchased from the retail giant on its website. While Sephora does not
provide an open forum (like MUA) for consumers to post reviews of any product they choose
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(including the occasional non-cosmetic, non-health related product, such as Ugg boots in Figure
15) reviews are allowed for most any product sold by Sephora.
The author of the “meta-review” takes advantage of the open nature of MUA to review
Sephora’s online reviews (see Figure 14), observing that Sephora did not publish the negative
product review she posted of Cane + Austin Miracle Pads. The MUA-er claims that her review
warned others against purchasing the pads and assigned a 2-star rating to the product, but
when she later searched for her review on Sephora, her review was not published. Instead, only
“3 glowing reviews” of the product appeared on Sephora’s site.
While the MUA-er does not explicitly applaud MUA for publishing every product review
submitted by members, she implies that MUA’s (open forum) policies fit her own beliefs about
the low to absent level of discrimination a product review forum should have. In her review of
Sephora’s product review forum, the MUA-er writes: “The whole point about a review is so
people know about a product: good or bad. Good for some, bad for others,” adding, “You
[know] when people stop buying? Not when they read a bad review, but when the reviews are
BEING MESSED WITH” (Sephora). At the point that the product review was archived by the
researcher for analysis, this MUA product review had been identified as “helpful” by 1 out of 1
MUA’ers.
With regard to awareness of product marketing or branding (with a larger proportion of
MUA-ers having such awareness, based on the quantitative results), the qualitative analysis
revealed a consistent pattern of consumer awareness of product packaging. MUA-ers noticed
and commented on product packaging as “beautiful” (see Figure 6), as having “special design,”
(see Figure 17), and as easily identified with a certain brand. A reviewer of Nanette Lepore
perfume writes: “I love the bottle (as with all Nanette bottles) and the opening of this one is
fresh and sweet and gorgeous” (see Figure 18).
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Reviews that mention product marketing or branding but that comment on more than
the packaging alone tended to be highly individualized with no consistent pattern across them.
In Figure 19, for example, a reviewer comments on the appeal of the brand E.L.F., which
promotes cruelty-free products, writing, “Cruelty-free yay I’m so into E.L.F. products. ”Another
reviewer (see Figure 20) directly references the marketing of argan oil as an (ineffective)
ingredient in masacra she has purchased: “I don’t know what the Argan is supposed to do
(besides trendy marketing) but I didn’t use it long enough to find out, either.” Based on the
qualitative analysis, a product’s packaging is by far the most consistently recognized and notable
element of a product’s marketing or branding.
Attitude about Product and Awareness of Manufacturer and Marketer Interests, and Product
Branding
In order to account for MUA-ers’ awareness of manufacturers’ and marketers’ interests
in selling beauty products to consumers, each of the following was coded as being present or
not present in product reviews represented in the sample: “interests of the product
manufacturer”; “interests of the product marketer(s)”; and “marketing or branding of the
product.” Interestingly, only a handful of product reviews in the sample contained references to
the interests of product manufacturers or marketers, and only a small proportion of reviews
referenced the marketing or branding of a product; among these, product manufacturer and
marketer interests tended to be mentioned within one sentence, typically buried within other,
more salient messages about the product being reviewed.
An example of a reference to product marketing or branding that do not take center
stage in a product review appears in Figure 43. A little over midway through the review of an
eyeshadow, which provides a detailed description of the shadow’s color, properties, and festive
feel, the MUA-er writes “Packaging looks like an expensive brand,” with no other mention of the
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product’s marketing, branding, or packaging. Similarly, Figure 20 captures a review that is
focused on the reviewer’s unimpressive experience with a mascara. The reviewer writes only
one sentence about the “trendiness” of marketing for Argan oil, and then returns to her
commentary on the ineffectiveness of the mascara and how it falls short of its $9 price tag. The
reviewer writes: “I don’t know what the Argan oil is supposed to do (besides trendy marketing)
but I didn’t use it long enough to find out, either.”
Hypothesis 2 posited that MUA product reviews with a neutral or negative valence
would more likely express dissatisfaction with a product’s marketing or branding, product
manufacturer interests, or product marketer interests compared to reviews positive in valence.
Analyzed quantitatively, there are not statistically significant relationships between valence and
dissatisfaction with a product’s marketing or branding (x2 (4) = 4.797 a, p = .309). (See Table 9);
product manufacturer interests (x2 (2) = 5.000 a, p = .082). (See Table 10); or product marketer
interests (x2 (2) = 1.875 a, p = .392) compared to reviews with a positive valence. (See Table 11).
It is likely that the reason why a statistically signifcant relationship does not exist
between valence and satisfaction with a product marketer’s interests is the small total number
of MUA product reviews expressing awareness of manufacturer interests (5 out of 315 reviews).
Similarly, it is likely that the reason a statistically significant relationship does not exist between
valence and satisfaction with a product marketer’s interests is the small total number of MUA
product reviews expressing awareness of marketer interests (10 out of 315 reviews).
The qualitative analysis upturned little in the way of support for Hypothesis 2.
Regardless of MUA-ers’ opinions about a product’s manufacturer, marketer, or
marketing/branding – whether positive, negative, extremely strong, or relatively indifferent –
there is no trend toward a more positive or more negative attitude about that product.
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In Figure 19, for example, the reviewer’s highly positive opinion of the product’s brand
(i.e., that the products are cruelty-free) correlates with her highly positive attitude about the
product she is reviewing. Similarly, as illustrated in Figure 16, a reviewer’s negative perception
of a product’s marketing is aligned with her negative review of a mascara. However, Figure 16
features a very negative review of an eye liner, but the product’s packaging is described as
“beautiful,” and a luke warm review of a perfume (see Figure 18) does not correlate with the
reviewer’s adoration of the perfume’s bottle (as well as the bottles that characterize the entire
brand). To summarize, the qualitative analysis supports the findings of the quantitative analysis;
there appears to be no relationship between MUA-ers’ opinions of a product’s manufacturer,
marketer, or marketing/branding and their attitude towards that product.
Nature of Reviews Posted
Research Question 9 explored the relationship between the number of product reviews
posted by an individual MUA-er and the extremity of their ratings; however, there was no
statistically significant relationship found between the two variables examined, x2 (1) = 1.795 a, p
= .180. (See Table 12). Without a statistically significant relationship, it is found that MUA-ers
who post a small number of product reviews (<10) are no more likely to give very extreme
ratings (1-lippie or 5-lippies) to a product than MUA-ers posting a larger number of product
reviews (11+ reviews).
Number of Reviews Posted and Extremity of Ratings
Research Question 9 does not lend itself to qualitative analysis as easily as other
research questions – that is, trying to compare a subset of reviews posted by MUA-ers who tend
to write more reviews, versus a subset of reviews posted by MUA-ers who tend to write fewer,
tends to be a comparison better suited for quantitative analysis. Nonetheless, examining
themes and patterns that emerge in product reviews from each subset, it appears that there is
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little to no difference between reviews written by MUA-ers who posted more reviews versus
MUA-ers who posted fewer, and this finding holds true when it comes to the extremity of
ratings these two groups of MUA-ers assign to their reviews.
Number of Reviews Posted and Photographs
Similar to Research Question 9, Research Question 10 examined the number of product
reviews posted by individual MUA-ers as a variable; Research Question 10 asked if MUA-ers who
post a small number of product reviews (<10) are less likely to attach photographs to their
profiles as compared with MUA-ers who post a larger number of product reviews (11+). It was
found that there was a strongly significant relationship between the number of reviews MUAers posted and the likelihood that they would attach photographs to their profiles, x 2 (1) =
47.012 a, p = .001. (See Table 13).
Also similar to Research Question 9, Research Question 10 does not lend itself to
qualitative analysis as well as other research questions explored in this study. That said, an
analysis of a subset of reviews posted by MUA-ers who posted a larger number of product
reviews (11+) versus a subset of reviews posted by MUA-ers who posted a smaller number of
reviews (>10) confirms that there does appear to be a difference between the two groups of
MUA-ers when it comes to pictures (or the lack thereof) attached to their profiles.
While Research Question 9 (and Research Question 10) were developed to pinpoint
MUA reviewers not only aware of manufacturer interests, but who also directly support those
interests by accepting payment or some other form of compensation in exchange for posting
positive reviews about products and the brands they represent, the findings of these research
questions were much more limited. Due to the small number of MUA-ers aware of
manufacturer interests in general, little can be drawn in the way of identifying a relationship
between MUA-ers and those manufacturers.
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While Research Question 10 did find that MUA-ers who posted fewer than 10 reviews
were less likely to attach a photograph to their profile, as addressed earlier, that finding alone is
not enough to draw a conclusion about the relationship between those MUA-ers and whether
or not they might accept payment or some other compensation from a manufacturer in
exchange for posting reviews.
Product Involvement
Product Involvement and Cognitive Dissonance
Research Question 11 asked if MUA-ers who had made a high-involvement purchase
due to cost were more likely to express cognitive dissonance about that purchase compared to
MUA-ers who had made a low-cost, low-involvement purchase. Overall, product involvement
due to cost in MUA product reviews appears to be “moderate”; indeed, the mean number of
dollar signs assigned to products is 2.75 on a scale of 1 to 4.
As would be expected, while there is some variation among MUA-ers as to what the cost
of an “expensive” product is compared to a “cheap” product, the average number of dollar signs
does tend to agree with how cost is described in the body of the product reviews. For example,
a drug store nail polish known for costing $3.00 per bottle tends to have an average of one
dollar sign assigned to it, and any in-text references to cost tend to echo that the product is
“cheap” or “inexpensive.” On the other end of the spectrum, when a product costs $50 or more,
the average number of dollar signs assigned tends to lean toward the upper end of the scale
(around 4 dollar signs), and product cost described in-text tends to include such adjectives as
“expensive” and “pricey.”
Cognitive dissonance is among one of the more subjective and difficult to identify
variables in this study; not only can it be difficult to pinpoint in a product review, but it often
appears in the form of one sentence that is buried within the review. Where cognitive
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dissonance is apparent in product reviews, there appears to be no clear pattern among MUA-ers
who express experiencing cognitive dissonance and those who do not express that they have
experienced it.
Based on the quantitative analysis, there was no significant relationship between the
two variables examined by this research question, x2 (3) = 5.576 a, p = .135. (See Table 14). In
other words, there is not a statistically significant relationship between the level of involvement
an MUA-er has with a purchase due to its cost, and experiencing cognitive dissonance.
The qualitative analysis also finds a lack of connection between the cost of/involvement
with purchases and cognitive dissonance; there seems to be no greater evidence of cognitive
dissonance in high-cost, high-involvement purchases (see Figure 21) than in low-cost, lowinvolvement purchases (see Figure 22). As addressed more fully in Chapter Eight: Discussion,
perhaps disappointment with a product is disappointment with a product – regardless of how
much that product costs.
Cognitive dissonance was also explored by Research Question 12, which examined the
extent to which cognitive dissonance appeared in product reviews of high-involvement
purchases (i.e., high attachment due to factors other than cost) compared with low-involvement
purchases (i.e., low attachment due to factors other than cost). There was not a statistically
significant relationship between evidence of cognitive dissonance in MUA product reviews and
involvement with the product due to factors other than cost, x2 (1) = 2.227 a, p = .136. (See Table
15). This finding aligns with that of Research Question 11, confirming that level of involvement
with a product, regardless of the reasons behind such involvement, has no relationship with
cognitive dissonance. Furthermore, as was also found from a qualitative analysis of Research
Question 11, a qualitative analysis of product reviews expressing high involvement for reasons
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other than cost did not uncover a connection between high involvement and evidence of
cognitive dissonance in MUA product reviews.
Product Involvement and Dissonance Resolution
Like cognitive dissonance, dissonance resolution is also among the more subjective
variables explored in this study, and it is just as difficult to identify in product reviews. Among
MUA product reviews that showed evidence of cognitive dissonance (60 of 315 product
reviews), only 4 reviews (6.9%) lacked evidence of resolution. Put differently, in 93.1% (N=54) of
cases where there was evidence of dissonance, there was also dissonance resolution. And while
some reviews revealed more than one means by which cognitive dissonance was resolved, the
most frequent means of resolution based on first mention in the review was rationalization
(48.1%), followed closely by behavior change (44.4%), and lastly, attitude change (7.4%).
Overall, and perhaps on account of the small number of product reviews containing
evidence of cognitive dissonance but not dissonance resolution, there is no clear pattern among
product reviews revealing dissonance resolution and those in which cognitive dissonance
remains unresolved.
Turning to Research Question 13, specifically, the relationship between evidence of
dissonance resolution and high-involvement with products (whether high-involvement due to
cost or high-involvement due to reasons other than cost) was explored. No significant
relationship, however, was found between MUA-ers’ level of involvement with products due to
cost and evidence of dissonance resolution, x2 (1) = .687 a, p = .407. (See Table 16). There was
also no significant relationship between dissonance resolution and level of product involvement
due to reasons other than cost, x2 (1) = .305 a, p = .581. (See Table 17).
As addressed in Chapter Eight: Discussion, this finding is largely due to the small number
of product reviews showing evidence of dissonance resolution in the first place (N=54), and the
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even smaller number of product reviews containing both evidence of dissonance resolution and
where level of involvement with products could be accounted for (N=8 for high involvement,
N=46 for low involvement among reviews showing evidence of dissonance resolution).
While Research Question 13 does not lend itself to qualitative analysis as easily as other
research questions posited in this study, a subset of product reviews containing evidence of
dissonance resolution and level of product involvement was analyzed qualitatively. The MUA
review captured in Figure 23 expresses a high level of involvement with a product due to both
cost and for reasons other than cost, as well as cognitive dissonance and dissonance resolution.
Her high level of involvement is captured in the opening sentence of her product review: “This
gel cream is a combo girl sensitive skin dream!” She later describes the product as “pricey,” but
then rationalizes the cost by explaining that the product is “worth it” for people, like her, who
have combination to sensitive skin. She adds, “You get a lot for the $$ too.”
Evidence of cognitive dissonance in this review becomes apparent when the reviewer
acknowledges that the product she has purchased is expensive, but that she has purchased it
anyway (and will presumably continue to purchase it). She resolves this dissonance by
rationalizing the purchase, explaining that while the product is high priced, the effectiveness of
the product justifies the cost – especially given the implied challenge of finding an effective
product for her skin type.
Similarly, Figure 21 is an example of an MUA product review capturing the relationship
between high involvement with a product due to both cost and reasons other than cost, as well
as cognitive dissonance and resolution of that dissonance. The reviewer’s involvement with the
product due to reasons other than cost – especially product effectiveness and uniqueness—
becomes evident in statements like, “I’ve tried various other serums (John Frieda, L’Oreal,
Albane) to reduce frizz on my hair before but none works as well as this oil.” She also expresses
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involvement with the product due to cost, revealing evidence of cognitive dissonance when
noting the high cost of the product. She laments, “Unfortunately the price point is a little
disconcerting” but she purchases the product nonetheless.
Indeed, she notes that despite the high cost, she has purchased the product not only
once but a second time, resolving the dissonance she experienced by rationalization: “I was
taken aback at first as I didn’t think a multi-purpose oil would perform so well…and when I was
done with the first bottle, I absolutely had to get another.” That is, she is able to justify
purchasing the high cost product more than once because it works effectively and it stands out
among the many other brands she has tried.
By contrast, Figure 22 is written by an MUA-er who expresses low involvement with a
product, but does indicate evidence of cognitive dissonance and dissonance resolution. The
reviewer credits a lip tint with being long wearing, however, she is offended by the smell of the
product. Her review expresses evidence of cognitive dissonance in that she “regrets buying this
product,” however, she resolves this dissonance by deciding to change her behavior in the
future; she “wouldn’t dare buy this again.” In sum, based on both the quantitative and
qualitative analysis, no significant or notable differences emerge between the low- and highinvolvement product reviews when it comes to evidence of cognitive dissonance and dissonance
resolution.
Self-Objectification
A more open ended question in nature, Research Question 14 asks if MUA-ers’ product
reviews reveal evidence of self-objectification. Based on the quantitative analysis, MUA product
reviews are fairly evenly divided between those that reveal self-objectification (141 out of 315
reviews, or 44.8%) and those that do not (174 out of 315 reviews, or 55.2%).
Self-Objectification and Product Involvement
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The qualitative analysis of Research Question 14 is especially informative; while the
quantitative analysis finds that the number of reviewers who self-objectify is not significantly
larger or smaller than reviewers who do not, the qualitative analysis of self-objectifying reviews
uncovers themes of perceived problems with appearance, including a perceived problem with
signs of aging. Examining oneself and problems with one’s physical appearance through the
perceived view of someone else is also a pattern that emerges among reviews that show
evidence of self-objectification. Each of these themes is addressed, in turn.
First, the most common tendency among reviews containing evidence of selfobjectification are references to what the reviewer perceives as a problem with their
appearance that requires a product as a remedy. In Figure 24, the reviewer describes her
“hereditary discoloration” as her “nearly black dark circles,” while in Figure 25 the reviewer
writes, “My lashes aren’t that long and they stick straight out.” As illustrated in Figure 26, the
reviewer applauds a BB [beauty balm] cream because “it covers [her] redness, dark circles and
pigmentation.” Other reviewers identify signs of age as a problem with their appearance,
including wrinkles and fine lines (see Figure 27), dry eyelids that suggest older age (see Figure
28), and more generally, one reviewer’s “over 40, combo-dry skin” (see Figure 29).
Other reviewers self-objectify by assuming the gaze of others, imagining how they and
their perceived problems are seen from others’ perspectives. Among this group of reviews,
some describe “looking” a certain way either before product use or after, such as “incredibly dry
and matte looking,” (see Figure 30), “tired with dark circles under [her] eyes,” (see Figure 31), or
pale (see Figure 32). For example, in Figure 32, the reviewer of a primer writes, “On it’s [sic]
own, if your skin is half-way [sic] decent, you can wear it by itself and go out in public looking
polished and pretty. However, pale girls note, you will look even more pale—like DEAD pale if
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you wear this without foundation.” Another reviewer experiences positive results after use of a
foundation and writes that her skin looks “airbrushed” (see Figure 33).
Two other reviewers not only describe how they believe others perceive their
appearance, they also directly cite it as a reason for wearing makeup. In Figure 34, the reviewer
explains, “If I am wearing makeup it is to enhance my look. This [product] does not enhance
anything [sic]. It creates a dead and dull look.” In Figure 35, the reviewer describes the look of a
nude shade OPI nail polish as “clean,” saying, “Not only is it a clean look, but I get many
compliments whenever I wear it. That’s not something I ever expected with a nude polish.”
In sum, while true that there is no significant difference between the number of MUAers who self-objectify and those who do not, the qualitative analysis unveils a pervasive and
deeply entrenched tendency among those who do self-objectify to be highly critical of their
“look,” including how their perceived problems with their appearance and their appearance
generally are viewed by others, and how products affect both their look and the way in which
others view them.
Research Question 15 examines the relationship between level of involvement with
products and self-objectification. This research question asks how MUA-ers’ involvement with
products (whether due to cost or some other factor(s)) relates to the tendency to self-objectify.
There is not a significant relationship between product involvement due to some reason other
than cost and the tendency to self-objectify, x2 (1) = 1.706 a, p = .192. (See Table 18). Also absent
is a significant relationship between product involvement due to cost and the tendency to selfobjectify, x2 (3) = 4.962 a, p = .175. (See Table 19).
Self-Objectification and HG Product Status
Lastly, there is not a significant relationship between product involvement as indicated
by “HG” status and the tendency to self-objectify, x2 (1) = .437 a, p = .509. (See Table 20). The
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lack of support for the relationship between these two variables (“HG” status and selfobjectification) is likely due to the small number of product reviews (9 of 315 or 2.9%) that
described a product as “HG.” The lack of a relationship between level of involvement with a
product (including a very high level of product involvement, evidenced by identification of the
product as “HG”) and self-objectification holds true for the qualitative analysis, as well; that is,
there does not seem to be a pattern among reviewers who are very involved or invested in a
product and evidence of self-objectification in their product reviews.
Finally, we return to Research Question 1, which broadly asked what MUA-ers’ product
reviews revealed about how they negotiate beauty culture and consumer culture more
generally. A qualitative analysis of all product reviews in the sample, alongside a closer analysis
of a sub-set of reviews that more directly inform Research Question 1, revealed insight into selfobjectification among MUA-ers. Beyond the quantitative findings of Research Question 14
(which found that less than half (44.8%) of the product reviews in this sample contain evidence
of self-objectification) is how those 44.8% are self-objectifying. On the whole, these MUA-ers
see themselves from the third person point of view (and a highly critical third person at that). If
not identifying and writing about problems with their physical appearance, they at very least
identify aspects of their appearance that could be enhanced or improved upon.
After identifying “problems” with their appearance, the MUA-ers’ search for products to
remedy those problems reveals their widely shared belief that products have the ability to
resolve their problems. The search might involve reading reviews posted by other consumers,
trying product samples, or product trial and error, but the belief is there – that products hold
the answers to their problems with their appearance. While the root of the problem for MUAers is dissatisfaction-n with their appearance, the manifestation of that problem is a quest for
the right products.

120

Figure 37 and Figure 38 illustrate MUA-ers’ belief in and quest for highly effective
products that will fix the so-called problems they identify in how they look; however, as found
by Research Question 2, only 9 of the 315 product reviews analyzed here identified a product as
HG, suggesting that the conquest for holy grail products is a challenging one for most.
Another theme that emerges from an analysis of Research Question 1 is that MUA-ers
are in the quest for holy grail products together. MUA-ers as a group understand the frustration
and expense of trying new products that don’t meet expectations, and they want to spare one
another those feelings and wasted money on products that have been found not to resolve
perceived problems with their appearance. Figure 10 and Figure 40 serve well to illustrate the
disappointment commonly experienced and reported by MUA-ers and their effort to spare
others from such disappointment. Similarly, MUA-ers are excited to share with others when
they find highly effective products that are notable in tackling certain problems, as illustrated by
Figure 41 and Figure 42.
The purchase of a product that later fails to meet expectations creates the potential for
MUA-ers to experience cognitive dissonance. While only about 19% of MUA-ers represented in
the sample (60 out of 315) expressed evidence of cognitive dissonance in their product reviews,
those who experienced dissonance as a result of purchasing a product seem rather unaffected
by that dissonance, resolve it quickly, or both. Figure 43 illustrates an MUA-er’s feelings of
dissonance about a product: “I’m hoarding this bottle trying to make it last. I hate paying for a
new one, but I know it works good [sic] so I’ll have to break down and buy again.”
Despite the expense of the product and how much she dislikes spending the money for
it, the MUA-er admits she will purchase it again in the future; her beliefs about the bottle being
costly and her behavior (continuing to purchase it anyway) are out of alignment. The MUA-er is
able to resolve this disconnect between her beliefs and behaviors – that is, she achieves
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dissonance resolution—by rationalizing the expense because the product works well, and also
by conserving the product as much as she can in order to extend the amount of time between
purchases. Figure 21 (“Unfortunately the price point is a little disconcerting. But I go through the
bottle pretty slow [sic], so it’s not too bad,” and Figure 23 (“You get a lot for the $$ too”) also
acknowledge the costliness of the products purchased but are able to rationalize the expense
and resolve the dissonance they experience.
Based on the qualitative analysis, MUA-ers who experience cognitive dissonance often
reference the costliness of a product or the value of the product given its expense. Somewhat
surprising, then, is the finding based on the quantitative analysis of Research Question 11 that
level of involvement with a product due to cost does not have a statistically significant
relationship with cognitive dissonance. Potential explanations for this finding appear in Chapter
Eight: Discussion.
Finally, a qualitative analysis of Research Question 1 reveals the answer to the question
that inspired this researcher to focus her dissertation on MUA-ers like herself: why are criticallythinking consumers–consumers who must be aware of manufacturers’ and marketers’ salesdriven interests—still drawn in by the allure of arguably unnecessary beauty products? If we
know better, why do we spend our money on this stuff?
As it turns out from the quantitative analysis of Research Question 8, few MUA-ers
reference manufacturer or marketer interests in their product reviews. Perhaps MUA-ers are, as
this researcher expected them to be, fully aware of manufacturers’ and marketers’ efforts to sell
them products they arguably do not need, but choose not to address those efforts in forums like
MUA. Perhaps in the minds of consumers, the product review is not the best suited or most
appropriate outlet for criticism or commentary of beauty culture at large; perhaps they choose
outlets other than MUA for such commentary.
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But, then there are the anomalies who choose to utilize MUA as a forum to critique
manufacturers and marketers; in this sample, that anomaly was the “meta-review” (Figure 14).
The author of the “meta-review” utilized MUA to challenge the authenticity and trustworthiness
of the beauty product retail giant, Sephora, and more specifically, the product ratings and
reviews featured on Sephora’s website. Although the “meta-review” is unlike any other in the
sample of 315, there are others who also identify the objectives of manufacturers and
marketers (see Figure 13), suggesting that at least a small number of MUA-ers are aware of and
think critically about the beauty industry’s first and primary objective: selling products.
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CHAPTER 8
DISCUSSION
This study proposed a “help / hurt duality framework” for examining MUA; as hoped,
applying the help/hurt duality framework to the analysis proved useful by effectively narrowing
the focus of a study interested in such broad topics as beauty and consumer culture, selfobjectification, cognitive dissonance, and awareness of manufacturer and marketer interests
and for managing the study of MUA product reviews, as well, which present a wealth of
information.
The help/hurt duality proposed that MUA enables its members to (1) help one another
circumvent advertising by identifying “good” or effective products from “bad” ones, while at the
same time MUA members (2) hurt one another by encouraging the purchase and consumption
of arguably unnecessary products. This study proposed that MUA-ers thereby support and
promote a commercialized, materialist culture that encourages the objectification of self. The
larger end result of these practices is that MUA-ers, and consumers in the Western world more
generally, contribute to a culture in which beauty and one’s appearance signal, symbolize, or
become equivalent with one’s value or success.
Support for Relationships among Variables
To summarize the findings of this study, only two of the hypotheses and research
questions posited (Hypothesis 1 and Research Question 10) revealed a significant relationship
among the variables analyzed. A somewhat significant relationship was uncovered by Research
Question 5, while Research Question 14 is arguably somewhat supported by the qualitative
analysis. Research Question 1 was very broad and analyzed only qualitatively. The remaining
hypotheses and research questions did not reveal significant relationships among the variables
analyzed. The significant and somewhat significant findings are each addressed, in turn.
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As noted, Hypothesis 1 was the only hypothesis of the two tested in this study to be
supported by the quantitative analysis, with support also confirmed by the qualitative analysis.
It was found that MUA-ers who expressed altruistic intentions in their product reviews did, as
predicted, write longer reviews (101+ words) than MUA-ers who did not express altruistic
intentions (<100 words). Furthermore, this study found that the average number of words in
product reviews expressing altruistic intentions was larger than average number of words in
reviews not expressing such intentions (138 words vs. 101 words, respectively).
While there are no existing studies to the researcher’s knowledge directly testing the
relationship between altruism and product review length, Mudambi and Schuff (2010)
determined that lengthier reviews are perceived by consumers as more helpful than shorter
reviews for both search and experience goods, with this effect being stronger for search goods
(p.194). Support for Hypothesis 1 also aligns with the logic that longer reviews require reviewers
to invest more time, suggesting greater effort on the reviewers’ part to provide as much useful
and helpful information as possible. Future studies might expand the existing body of research
exploring altruism as motivation for online product reviews by focusing specifically on the
relationship between altruistic intentions and product review length.
In addition, a statistically significant relationship was found among the variables
examined by Research Question 10: the number of product reviews posted by individual MUAers, and likelihood of attaching photographs to their profiles. Specifically, Research Question 10
asked if MUA-ers who post a small number of product reviews (<10) are less likely to attach
photographs to their profiles as compared with MUA-ers who post a larger number of product
reviews (11+). This research question – along with Research Question 9 – was developed to
identify potential indicators of fake reviews posted on MUA. According to Luca & Zervas (2015),
reviews identified as fake and thus filtered out of Yelp reviews were less likely to assign a
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photograph to their Yelp profile than to attach a photograph. Additionally, fake reviews posted
on Yelp tended to be authored by people who had posted fewer reviews overall than other Yelp
reviewers. While this study finds that a strongly significant relationship exists between the
number of reviews MUA-ers posted and the likelihood that those MUA-ers would attach
photographs to their profiles, this finding is not on its own able to conclude that these variables
point to inauthentic product reviews, whether posted on MUA or elsewhere.
Research Question 5 revealed a somewhat significant relationship between altruistic
intentions and MUA-ers’ attitudes toward a product. Both quantitative and qualitative analyses
confirmed a relationship between these variables (though, again, only a somewhat significant
relationship based on the quantitative analysis). Put differently, there is some support that
MUA-ers who utilize product reviews to help others tend to have positive attitudes about the
products they are reviewing.
Interestingly, the researcher originally framed Research Question 5 from a negative bent
– that MUA-ers’ negative experiences with products would drive them to help others by warning
them against those products; to the contrary, while Research Question 5 uncovered a somewhat
significant relationship between altruistic intentions and attitude toward a product, that
attitude tended to be positive. This finding can be attributed to the logic that, rather than driven
by cautioning others against ineffective products, MUA-ers want to help others by identifying
the products that work most effectively and are worth purchasing.
The somewhat significant relationship between altruistic intentions and MUA-ers’
attitudes toward the products they review aligns with previous research analyzing altruism as a
motivator for consumers who post online product reviews (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Lee et
al., 2006; Mackiewicz, 2008; Walsh, Gwinner & Swanson, 2004; Wasko & Faraj, 2000). This
finding provides some support (again, only somewhat significant based on the quantitative
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analysis) that the motivation to help others might be piqued by a positive experience with a
product. Just as consumers tend to post more positive product reviews than negative ones (a
phenomenon which might be labeled “positivity effect,”) perhaps consumers are also more
likely to post product reviews in general when they have had a positive experience with a
product. Whatever the reasons behind the desire to help others being more so fueled by
positive product experiences than negative ones, it seems that the collective nature of eWOM
centering on makeup as examined in this study is largely expressed in a desire to help others
share one’s own positive experience with products.
Based on the quantitative analysis alone, Research Question 14 (which examined selfobjectification in MUA product reviews) found a fairly even split between reviews revealing
evidence of self-objectification and reviews that did not. The qualitative analysis of product
reviews that did reveal self-objectification, however, uncovered patterns worthy of mention;
MUA-ers referenced natural and healthy characteristics as “problems,” both anticipating how
others might see them and using beauty products to affect that perception in a positive way.
The qualitative analysis revealed, for example, that MUA-ers cited natural differences in
skin coloration (i.e., “hereditary discoloration” or “redness,”) short or straight eyelashes, and
natural signs of aging (i.e., “over 40, combo-dry skin”) as requiring remedy. Additionally, MUAers who self-objectified do so by imagining how their perceived problems would be viewed from
other peoples’ perspective or “gaze,” and then imagined how covering their perceived flaws
with makeup might change other people’s perceptions. Still other MUA-ers mentioned receiving
compliments from others as a result of using or wearing certain beauty products. It can thus be
concluded from Research Question 14 that while there is no significantly overwhelming number
of product reviews featuring evidence of self-objectification, those that do contain such
evidence unveil patterns supporting that beauty products are purchased and used to modify
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natural and even healthy characteristics in anticipation of how those characteristics might be
judged or perceived by others.
Research Question 1 acted as the “umbrella question” arching over all other research
questions and hypotheses in this study; it asked what MUA reveals about MUA-ers’ negotiations
of beauty culture and consumer culture more generally. The findings of Research 1 are multiple
and contradictory. MUA-ers identify problems with their appearance and search for products
(often tirelessly and endlessly) based on the shared belief that beauty products can resolve
those problems.
References to extremely effective products (i.e., holy grail products) are few and far
between, attesting to the rarity that is finding a product that will remedy one’s perceived
problems with oneself. Despite the rarity of holy grail products, MUA-ers have a collective
mission to find them and post product reviews in order to undertake and help one another
pursue this mission as efficiently and cost-effectively as possible. The one-fifth or so MUA-ers
who experience cognitive dissonance following the purchase of a product tend to resolve that
dissonance relatively quickly. This finding aligns with literature examining cognitive dissonance
and consumers’ motivations to eliminate it post-purchase (Engel et al., 1993, Koller et al., 2008).
The finding also suggests that while some individuals who post reviews of cosmetics
express misgivings or concerns post-purchase, these consumers do have the means to
rationalize the purchase of the product, identify both its negative and positive features, and/or
otherwise express a rationale for the purchase that lessens or resolves the dissonance. This
process is likely an example of a larger psychological phenomenon in which individuals are
motivated to see themselves as rational and as making good, informed purchase decisions. Such
optimism about the self and one’s ability to make rational decisions likely colors many
discourses played out online and elsewhere.
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Few MUA-ers reference manufacturer or marketer interests in their product reviews,
and unfortunately there is no way of knowing from the information reviewed why that is the
case. The few MUA-ers who mention manufacturer and marketers interests (with the “metareview” as perhaps the best example) suggest that at least a small number of MUA-ers are
aware of and think critically about product sales as manufacturers’ and marketers’ first and
primary objective.
In sum, it appears that (like the researcher herself) even those MUA-ers aware of
manufacturer and marketer interests in selling products – and who realize the extremely small
likelihood of finding holy grail products that will resolve their perceived problems—still continue
the search. We believe those products might be out there and if only we could find them will
help us move closer to the idealized notions of physical appearance and beauty embraced by
our culture.
Unsupported Relationships among Variables
As noted earlier, the majority of hypotheses (1 out of 2) and research questions (11 out
of 15) revealed neither significant nor somewhat significant relationships among the variables
they explored. These hypotheses and research questions are grouped together by independent
variable and discussed as follows: Product Involvement and Self-Objectification; Altruism;
Manufacturer and Marketer Interests; Number of Reviews; Cognitive Dissonance and
Dissonance Resolution.
Product Involvement and Self-Objectification
Considering product involvement as a consumer’s level of interest in a product, its
importance to the consumer, and the relationship between consumer and product overall
(Martin, 1998, p.9, citing Bowen and Chaffee, [1974], Day, [1970], and Howard and Sheth,
[1969]), it seems there would be support for Research Question 15 – which, in fact, did not
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uncover a significant relationship between self-objectification and product involvement
generally, nor did it reveal a significant relationship between self-objectification and products
described by reviewers as “HG” (that is, products with which reviewers had an extremely high
level of product involvement).
While it is possible that the very small number of MUA product reviews describing
product as HG was one reason behind the lack of a statistically significant relationship, the
qualitative analyses also confirmed the absence of a strong relationship between these
variables. Additionally, the number of product reviews containing evidence of product
involvement generally is large enough for statistically significant relationships to emerge, but
there is nonetheless not a significant relationship between product involvement generally and
self-objectification.
Notably, while the existing literature identifies product involvement as a motivating
force for consumers to share their experiences with others –with an early study (1966) by
Dichter describing it as when “a customer feels so strongly about the product that a pressure
builds up in wanting to do something about it; recommending the product to others reduces the
tension caused by the consumption experience” –that motivation is not necessarily tied to
feelings about or perceptions of the self. With no other studies to the researcher’s knowledge
that explore the relationship between the two variables, there is simply no support thus far that
product involvement correlates with self-objectification.
Perhaps, then, self-objectification in today’s culture is so common and difficult to avoid
that it pervades individuals’ relationships with a products regardless of the level of product
involvement; perhaps self-objectification is such a robust phenomenon that it is not limited to
one’s relationship with particular products or level of involvement with a product.
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Altruism
The prevalence of altruistic intentions in MUA product reviews supports findings of
previous research that has identified altruism as a prime motivator for consumers who post
reviews (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Lee, Cheung, Lim, & Sia, 2006; Mackiewicz, 2008; Walsh,
Gwinner, & Swanson, 2004; Wasko & Faraj, 2000). Like Research Question 5, addressed earlier,
several research questions and hypotheses posited in this study explored altruistic intentions
(that is, helpfulness to others, or the enjoyment of helping others) and the relationship between
altruism and several other variables (Lee et al., 2006).
Research Question 2 examined the relationship between altruistic intentions and a
product’s “HG” status. This finding is surprising at first glance because it would seem discovering
such a valuable and rare product as can be labeled “HG” would be a prime motivator for posting
a product review in the first place; that is, if one posts a product review in order to help others,
arguably the greatest help of all would be to point others in the direction of the most highly
effective products. However, the small number of product reviews that identify a product as
“HG” is likely behind the lack of a statistically significant relationship between “HG”-level
product involvement and any other variable.
While the qualitative analysis examined more closely the few product reviews that
contained both evidence of altruism and references to “HG”-level product involvement, those
reviews did not provide particularly helpful details about the HG products they reviewed, nor
did the reviewers overtly express their intentions to help others.
In the same vein as Research Question 2, Research Question 3, and Research Question 6
did not find a relationship between altruistic intentions and indicators of high involvement with
the product reviewed. Neither reviewers who attached photographs to their MUA profiles nor
those who assigned extreme ratings to the products they reviewed were more likely than other
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reviewers to express altruistic intentions. The quantitative and qualitative analyses of Research
Questions 2, 3, and 6 reveal that indicators of MUA-ers’ high involvement with a product (i.e.,
assigning a product “HG” status, attaching photographs to their MUA profiles, and rating a
product either extremely positively or extremely negatively) are not significantly associated with
expressions of altruism.
Research Question 4 explored the relationship between altruistic intentions and MUAers’ tendency to provide specific information about their appearance in their profiles. There was
not a statistically significant between the two variables, likely due to the overwhelmingly large
number of MUA-ers who volunteered information about their appearance in their MUA profiles;
only 11 MUA-ers represented in the sample did not provide information about their appearance,
which would be expected, as MUA prompts (though does not require) every new member to
provide this information. The qualitative analysis confirmed that there was no distinct difference
between those 11 reviews that did not provide information about their appearance and other
MUA reviews in general.
Additionally, there is not a significant relationship between altruistic intentions and intext information volunteered by reviewers about their appearance (that is, information
volunteered without being prompted by MUA when the reviewer profile was created). The
qualitative analysis supports this finding, as there is little difference between reviews that
volunteer information about appearance and those that do not, when it comes to evidence of
altruism.
Like Research Question 3 (which explored the relationship between altruistic intentions
and attaching photographs to one’s profile,) the logic behind Research Question 4 is that
reviewers with helpful intentions would offer information about how they look to help others
make informed decisions about a product’s effectiveness (or ineffectiveness) for them. And like
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Research Question 3, it appears altruistic MUA-ers do not necessarily offer more information
about their appearance than others do. There is no existing literature to the researcher’s
knowledge that directly examines the relationship between altruistic intentions and either
photographs or volunteering information about appearance, respectively; therefore, Research
Questions 3 and 4 were even more open and inductive than other research questions posited in
this study. Like self-objectification, then, altruism appears to be a robust phenomenon and is
not limited to consumers who, for instance, offer more information about themselves or their
appearance in their MUA profiles. The drive to provide helpful information to others in MUA
product reviews implies that it is a broad and pervasive motivation for consumers who utilize
the site.
Additionally, being highly similar to Research Question 6, it follows that Research
Question 7 did not reveal a significant relationship between a concept closely related to altruism
– reciprocity – and assigning extreme ratings to a product. Just as extreme ratings of a product
do not correlate with reviewers’ helpfulness in a significant way, extreme ratings also do not
correlate significantly with reviews that thank other MUA-ers for helping them identify good
products or avoid bad ones. Defined by Lee et al. (2006) as a “sense of mutual indebtedness,”
several studies have identified reciprocity as a source of motivation for consumers who share
their product experiences (Mackiewicz, 2008; Walsh et al., 2004; Wasko & Faraj, 2000).
Despite the findings of previous studies that reciprocity is a motivating force for
consumers, this study identified evidence of reciprocity in only 21 of the 315 product reviews
analyzed. It is likely due to this relatively small number of product reviews that no significant
relationship was found between “reciprocal” reviews and any other variable – which, in this
case, was the extreme ratings of products.
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Perhaps one explanation for the smaller number of “reciprocal” MUA product reviews is
captured in a study by Dellarocas, Fan, and Wood (2004). These scholars studied the motivations
behind rare coin “traders” (buyers and sellers) participating in auctions on eBay, finding that
these traders participated in reciprocal behaviors wherein one seller or buyer would give a
positive rating to another seller or buyer, who would in turn give a positive rating to the former.
While this behavior is attributed to altruism and reciprocity to some degree, Dellarocas et al.
(2004) concluded that self-interest was the bigger driver; sellers and buyers on eBay anticipated
a positive rating from others if they gave a positive rating first. The sellers and buyers were also
motivated by what the authors termed a “warm glow feeling of adhering to community norms”
by giving positive ratings (Dellarocas et al. 2004, p.4).
It is possible that the lack of evidence for reciprocity as a motivator for product reviews
on MUA is that (unlike the “traders” in Dellarocas et al.’s 2004 study), individual reviewers do
not receive “ratings” for the accuracy or reliability of their participation in MUA; there is no
apparent reward for individuals who post reviews that others can rely on. The most obvious
benefit for self-interested MUA-ers would be learning from the experience of others who have
purchased, tested, and posted reviews about products, therefore, self-interest in MUA product
reviews is less easy to identify or analyze as a factor in reciprocal behavior. Additionally, it is
possible that MUA-ers do not necessarily thank other MUA-ers in their reviews for
recommending (or discouraging) the use of certain products, but instead experience the “warm
glow” of MUA as a community that facilitates altruistic and exchanges that benefit all of its
members.
Manufacturer and Marketer Interests
Research Question 8 looked at MUA-ers’ awareness of manufacturer interests or
marketer interests, but found that only 5 of 315 MUA product reviews in the sample expressed
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awareness of manufacturer interests, with 10 of 315 expressing awareness of marketer
interests. Sample size is most likely the culprit, as a sample size four or five times that of the one
analyzed here would most likely include a larger and more appreciable number of reviews
expressing awareness of manufacturer and marketer interests.
Among the 15 reviews analyzed qualitatively for expressing their awareness of
manufacturer and marketer interests, MUA-ers ranged from indifferent or annoyed to
distrusting, with no consistent pattern among them. The “meta-review,” of course, stood out
among the 15 as a prime example of distrust of a manufacturer by utilizing MUA as a forum to
question the trustworthiness of Sephora’s “Ratings & Reviews Section.” Perhaps a larger sample
size would have uncovered a larger number of reviews like the “meta-review,” though the
researcher’s opinion is that the “meta-review” is an anomaly and likely one of only a few of its
kind posted on MUA.
While the small number of MUA product reviews referencing manufacturer or marketer
interests may seem surprising, given the general skepticism of advertising among consumers
(Berger, 2011; Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998; Snyder, 2011,) perhaps most MUA-ers are
simply more focused on reviewing products and gauging their effectiveness than discussing the
manufacturers or marketers of those products. This finding is not surprising, as most MUA-ers
are operating within the structures of the MUA site, and make observations about the site
accordingly. This can be seen as hegemony at work, as the consumerist logic of the site is taken
as a given. For the most part, MUA-ers did not appear to overtly look outside the logic of their
position as consumers to question or critique the position of the product manufacturers.
The qualitative analysis of the much larger number (85 of 315) of product reviews
expressing awareness of product marketing or branding yielded the finding that product
packaging is notable and outstanding to MUA-ers, with no other consistent patterns found.
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The lack of support for Hypothesis 2 is likely due to sample size; that is, the small number of
MUA product reviews expressing awareness of marketer interests and manufacturer interests to
begin with likely plays a part in the lack of a relationship between awareness of these variables
and valence. As for product packaging, while the qualitative analysis of Research Question 8
suggests MUA-ers notice and can be impressed by product packaging, perhaps product
packaging is not so notable or impressive that it will change consumer attitudes toward that
product.
Number of Reviews
Research Question 9 did not find a significant relationship between the number of
product reviews posted by MUA-ers and how extreme their product ratings are. The qualitative
analysis reflects the findings of the quantitative analysis. While the researcher had originally
wondered if the number of product reviews posted and the extremity of ratings might coincide
with one another and perhaps suggest a linkage to the authenticity (or lack thereof) of product
reviews, the lack of a relationship among these variables prevents conclusions from being
drawn regarding potential indicators of fake reviews.
If we can take the response I received following my email to the MUA site
administrators as truthful, perhaps the site does, indeed, protect against fake reviews. This
makes the overall positive nature of the product reviews on the site more interesting, as they
appear to come from users themselves rather than confederates on the payroll for cosmetics
companies. When the product users largely express praise for the products, there is arguably no
economic need for fake reviews, which have been identified in other studies, to spread positive
word of mouth.
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Cognitive Dissonance / Dissonance Resolution
Research Questions 11 and 12 explored whether MUA-ers who experience cognitive
dissonance following the use of a product reference a high level of involvement with that
product, whether due to cost (as examined by Research Question 11) or due to reasons other
than cost (as in Research Question 12).
The logic behind these research questions is that beauty products in which consumers
are highly invested should produce greater dissonance when those products fail to give them
the results they expected. This logic is supported by Kuan et al. (2007), who applied Festinger
and Carlsmith’s theory to consumer purchasing decisions. Kuan et al. (2007) discovered that
when applied to consumer behavior, cognitive dissonance is “more pronounced when the
purchase decision is important and the consumer is exposed to new information not available at
the time of decision making that is contradictory to his experience and/or the information he
already has” (p.17). Kuan et al.’s (2007) study supports the notion that consumers more
invested in (or involved with) a product are likely to experience greater cognitive dissonance if
or when that product fails to meet expectations.
Somewhat surprising, then, are the findings of Research Questions 11 and 12, that level
of involvement with a product due to cost does not have a statistically significant relationship
with cognitive dissonance. The qualitative analyses also find a lack of connection between the
cost of products and the cognitive dissonance MUA-ers report experiencing; there seems to be
no greater evidence of cognitive dissonance in high-cost, high-involvement purchases (see
Figure 21) than in low-cost, low-involvement purchases (see Figure 22).
Perhaps the lack of a significant relationship among the variables tested in Research
Questions 11 and 12 suggests that disappointment is disappointment when it comes to product
ineffectiveness, no matter the consumer’s level of involvement with that product. As Sharma
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(2014) defines cognitive dissonance, people “want to hold the belief that they make good
choices. When a product or item we purchase turns out badly, it conflicts with our previously
existing belief about our decision-making abilities” (p.835). Cognitive dissonance, thus, takes
hold when a product is ineffective, regardless of the consumer’s level of involvement with that
product.
Lastly, Research Question 13 examined the MUA product reviews that contained not
only evidence of cognitive dissonance (60 of 315 reviews), but of resolution of that dissonance
(54 of 315 reviews), and the relationship between reviews containing dissonance resolution and
MUA-ers’ level of product involvement due to any reason (cost or otherwise).
Of the 54 product reviews revealing evidence of dissonance resolution, no significant
relationship was found between dissonance resolution and level of involvement with a product.
This finding is somewhat surprising because it would seem MUA-ers very involved in a product
who experience post-purchase cognitive dissonance would be more compelled to resolve that
dissonance than MUA-ers less involved with a product. If this finding signifies something more
than a small sample size, perhaps it can be interpreted similarly as other phenomena explored in
this study (i.e., self-objectification and altruism); perhaps cognitive dissonance and dissonance
resolution occur across a number of scenarios and are general psychological processes played
out in a broad number of contexts.
The lack of a significant relationship between these variables is likely due to the
relatively small number of product reviews containing evidence of dissonance resolution (N =
54) to begin with, and the even smaller number of product reviews (N=46) containing evidence
of both dissonance resolution and indicating some level (whether low or high) of involvement
with the product. A sample size larger than 315 may have uncovered a larger number of product
reviews containing cognitive dissonance, dissonance resolution, and some level of involvement
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with the product reviewed, perhaps uncovering significant relationships between and among
these variables.
Remaining Questions
At this study’s conclusion, I, as the researcher continue to grapple with several
questions: Why do consumers, like myself, continue the tireless and expensive search for beauty
products to “fix” problems we identify in our appearance? Why do we believe holy grail
products exist, and if they do exist, why haven’t we found them by now, especially when entire
groups of beauty connoisseurs like MUA-ers combine efforts in a collective search? More
broadly, why do we – as consumers privileged enough to purchase beauty products and then
post reviews of them online—feel so strongly compelled to look a certain way to begin with?
By closely examining MUA product reviews, this study provides a snapshot of
hegemonic forces in full force at a moment in time (that is, September 1, 2015). This snapshot
reveals that the consumers participating in MUA are both helping and hurting one another; that
is, as a group, MUA-ers recommend the best, most effective products to one another and
discourage the purchase of less effective ones. The snapshot unveils a collective effort among
MUA-ers to reserve their hard earned money for products that “really work,” and online product
reviews serve as the means by which that collective consensus is communicated. In this way,
MUA as a site exemplifies how the internet and social media can facilitate virtual community
among individuals. Altruism as a concept stems from connectedness to others, and the internet
can be used as a means toward facilitating that connection and helping people engage, even
while (in some cases) never seeing one another in person.
At the same time, MUA-ers inadvertently hurt one another by accepting and thus
perpetuating the notion that one’s appearance is highly important, which in turn ascribes
importance to beauty products and shapes both beauty culture and consumer culture.
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This study additionally provides a snapshot of what self-objectification looks like when it
emerges in MUA product reviews. In sum, the snapshot captures discontentment with very
natural (i.e., hereditary or age-related) aspects of appearance, alongside a tendency for MUAers to view themselves through the eyes of others. Ultimately, these tendencies point to their
(and as consumers more generally, our) participation in our own oppression; by subscribing to
the notion that our appearance requires “improvement,” and by taking pleasure and discussing
with others the means to improvement, we accept and promote a culture in which self-worth is
contingent upon one’s looks.
As suggested by Gramsci’s cultural hegemony (1971) and Foucault’s (1990) notion of
power, oppressive forces are woven into our culture; as a result, it becomes normal practice for
consumers to discuss and purchase unnecessary products to “improve” their appearance. When
female consumers in particular are raised in a culture that embraces the Beauty Myth (Wolf,
2002) they are taught to participate in their own oppression by subscribing to that myth and
aspiring toward it. The beauty myth produces many (and often, dangerous) consequences for
women, the least of which are expending of large amounts of time, energy, and money to make
small steps toward attaining an unattainable standard of beauty.
Lastly, this study takes a snapshot of a consumer phenomenon – one both timely and
increasingly popular—that is posting and consulting product reviews online. This study
contributes to the growing body of literature dedicated to online product reviews as a
phenomenon with less a focus on marketing-related questions (such as the relationship
between online product reviews and product sales) and more with an eye toward understanding
media, culture, and individuals’ complex relationships with social forces such as the beauty
ideal, the drive for consumption, and the social comparisons that self-objectification signify, for
instance.
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I also recommend that future scholars of eWOM take on the challenge that is examining
consumer self-objectification by way of online product reviews. This dissertation took on one
particular site and examined it for one particular period using one particular set of questions;
that is, eWOM served as an important phenomenon and site of analysis because of its
connection to beauty culture and consumerism, and enabled individual consumers to share
their experiences with others and assist them in decision making. By studying the internet and
the social, political, and cultural questions surrounding it, an endless pool of possible new
directions is available to researchers.
Over time, and following a number of studies, a collection of “snapshots” capturing
cultural hegemony at work will form a mural, collectively telling a story about and calling
attention to a problem in our culture. With enough attention to and recognition of that
problem, the hope is to achieve cultural awareness and social change, wherein women and girls
do not learn early on that their appearance is a defining element of who they are and what they
are worth.
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CHAPTER 9
LIMITATIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS
Limitations
Despite the researcher’s best efforts, this study is bound by several limitations. To
summarize, the current study analyzes what MUA product reviews tell us about the people who
author them: the consumers and members of MUA. While the quantitative and qualitative
content analyses conducted here are well-suited for closely and critically examining the
intentions behind and larger cultural significance of MUA product reviews, the hypotheses and
research questions posited in this study do not examine why readers consult product reviews
(referred to as consumer information-seeking) or how readers utilize the information they
glean. Such a research objective would require data collected directly from or posted—by
happenstance—by the readers of product reviews and is beyond the scope of this research.
While consumer information-seeking falls outside the scope of this study, there is a
number of scholars who have examined “the other side” (the readers’ side) of online product
reviews by conducting surveys (Goldsmith & Horowitz, 2006) and in-depth interviews
(Mackiewicz, 2008) with consumers who have been exposed to product reviews. Future studies
of online consumer product reviews might investigate the extent to which such variables as
reviewers’ altruistic intentions and references to manufacturer and marketer interests, for
example, affect the opinions and purchasing behaviors of those who consult these reviews.
A future study might also collect data from human participants to better inform the
existence, or lack thereof, of what the current study termed “positivity effect” (that consumers
tend to post far more positive reviews than negative ones). While positivity effect was not
supported here, other scholars have found something to its effect, but without assigning a name
or theory to it (to the researcher’s knowledge). For instance, Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) and
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Keller (2007) found that consumers make many more positive comments about brands than
negative. Lu, Li, and Zhang’s (2011) research also uncovered a larger percentage of positive
reviews posted on an online retailer than had been previously identified by quantitative content
analyses.
One limitation of the current study is that it examines reviewers’ words to draw
inferences about their motivations (such as altruism) and states of mind (such as cognitive
dissonance or self-objectification) rather than asking them directly about their motivations and
thoughts. A survey methodology could be employed to unearth reviewers’ opinions and
perspectives about the choices they have made based on MUA reviews they have read and
posted and as consumers more generally. These inferences are, however, tenuous given that
individuals are not always quite so functional and direct in their associations between their
internal experiences and their actions. If a survey methodology were employed to directly study
motivations and experiences, the limitations of self-report would be engaged. Therefore, we can
consider the analysis of the texts produced by consumers in the naturalistic conditions of
weighing in on the products relevant to MUA as potentially more valid (given the lack of
sensitivity to the awareness that their words are being studied as well as the natural conditions
in which their words and review judgments were made) than perhaps other methods of inquiry.
The operationalization of quantitative variables as either present or absent (as opposed
to the degree to which variables are present or absent) is a limitation of this study. It is notable,
however, that most of the variables in this research (i.e., the attachment of photographs,
reciprocity, self-objectification, and awareness of manufacturer and/or marketer interests)
resemble discrete variables and do not easily lend themselves to measurement on a continuous
scale.

143

Additionally, a high level of subjectivity was required when examining more qualitative
variables like the presence of cognitive dissonance, dissonance resolution, etc. While measures
were taken to provide highly detailed and explicit instructions in the coding manual for handling
these more subjective variables, at some level more subjective judgment must be used to
recognize and identify remorse for a purchase decision, for example, or gratitude for another
person’s helpfulness.
It is also important to highlight that the current study is a situated project; it analyzes
only product reviews appearing on a single website – MakeupAlley—and then only a sample of
product reviews posted on the site that are dated September 1, 2015. Additional limitations
include the size and scope of the sample. Given the countless reviews on MUA which grow by
the hundreds every day, the current sample of 315—even while selected randomly for the
quantitative aspect of this study—cannot generalize to the entire body of MUA reviews.
While 315 product reviews is arguably not an especially small sample size within the
context of other studies of product reviews (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006; Pollach, 2006), sample
size did appear to be the culprit for a lack of statistically significant findings for research
questions in this study (Research Question 2; Research Question 4; Research Question 7;
Research Question 8; and Hypothesis 2). Perhaps a larger sample size might have resulted in
larger numbers of product reviews citing HG products, providing information about appearance,
containing evidence of reciprocity and awareness of manufacturer and marketer interests, and
potentially more significant relationships among the variables studied here.
In addition to a larger sample size, a sample that is more purposively selected for selfobjectification and “depth” of reviews would also likely prove informative for a study similar to
this one. Rather than selecting product reviews based on where they fall on a certain date,
reviews might be chosen for the sample based on their substance and ability to inform the
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research questions and/or hypotheses posited; that is, rather than selecting product reviews at
random that may contain only one or two-word descriptions of an MUA-er’s appearance in the
text, reviews with more “depth” might be selected for the sample.
Additionally, this study is situated in that it is gendered (most MUA members are
female); class-based (most members can afford to buy cosmetics, including very expensive
make-up and hair products); and niche-based (most members value and have a keen interest in
cosmetics). And, while MUA members tend to be women they do not represent all women or
even a sizable proportion of all women. Instead, most women who post product reviews on
MUA represent very well-to-do members of Western society who have the luxury of such
Western “problems” as how to enhance their appearance, beauty, and youthfulness, and how
to improve their perceptions of self as well as how others perceive them. Such “problems,” of
course, are problems only for the small percentage of women in the world not plagued by such
larger and more pressing concerns as poverty, hunger, personal safety, or how to find or afford
health care.
Lastly, there are shortcomings with regard to the number of concepts explored in the
current study and the manner in which they can be operationalized. For example, several
consumer motivations for engaging in eWOM that have been identified in previous studies
(Dichter, 1966; Engel et al., 1993; Sundaram, et al., 1998) were not explored in this study, nor
were the wider tensions between criticism of advertising and one’s own consumerist actions
beyond a focus on self-objectification. Further study would be necessary to more fully explore
these additional aspects of the topic.
Contributions
In spite of its limitations, this study is a timely analysis of the growingly popular
phenomenon that is eWOM and online product reviews in particular. The lens of a help/hurt
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duality framework narrows the scope of study while also allowing the researcher to explore the
research questions and hypotheses within her areas of interest, including such broad areas as
self-objectification, altruism, awareness of manufacturer and marketer interests, and beauty
and consumer culture more generally.
In and of itself, the help/hurt duality framework is perhaps the broadest contribution of
this mixed method study. As a framework, the help/hurt duality focused, and indeed framed, a
study interested in such broad topics as beauty and consumer culture, self-objectification,
cognitive dissonance, and awareness of manufacturer and marketer interests. That is, the
research questions and hypotheses posited in this study were developed specifically to explore
and address the helpful and hurtful aspects of MUA product reviews, rather than, for example,
to examine how MUA functions as a community, or how members of MUA utilize the site to
create and maintain identity. Arguably, the help/hurt duality framework could be applied to the
study of most websites featuring consumer product reviews for the purpose of narrowing the
focus of such study.
In addition to providing a framework, which it did indeed provide here, it was proposed
that evidence of the help/hurt duality would emerge throughout the MUA product reviews
themselves. As a forum that appears to be 100% consumer-generated, MUA members drive the
nature and purpose of the site content and (if they so choose) help one another identify the
“good” health and beauty products from the “bad.” At the same time, it was proposed that
MUA-ers hurt one another (albeit inadvertently) via the site, by each contributing to and
perpetuating discussion about products that they do not need.
Based on the results of this study, a slightly larger proportion (58.7%) of MUA product
reviews revealed altruistic intentions than the proportion that did not (41.3%), which ran
contrary to the researcher’s expectation for altruism to emerge in almost all reviews in the
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sample. The number of reviews expressing awareness of manufacturer or marketer interests, or
product marketing or branding was also fewer than anticipated, further diminishing the
“helpfulness” of MUA product reviews as explored in this study. In this sense, the “help” side of
the duality had less a stronghold in the reviews examined than originally proposed.
There was also much less evidence than anticipated for the “hurt” side of the duality,
with less than half of MUA-ers (41.3%) revealing evidence of self-objectification in their reviews;
however, not to be discounted are the pervasive themes among those reviews and reviewers
who do self-objectify, including a fear of aging and the signs of aging, as well as seeking products
as remedies for problems “seen” from the imagined perspective of others.
Lastly, applying the help/hurt duality to MUA product reviews has served to expand the
researcher’s own view of the more “macro-level” significance of the site. Stepping outside of
MUA product reviews and looking at the site as a whole, the very nature and existence of the
site is “hurtful.” Collectively, by virtue of their participation in MUA, MUA-ers contribute to a
highly commercialized and materialistic culture that embraces beauty and appearance as
symbols of value and success. Furthermore, MUA in and of itself is a consumerist, commercial
site that – by encouraging consumers to write and read content about products that they and
other consumers do not need – also encourages them to assume the role of agents in their own
oppression. Despite an expanded view of MUA as a site and of MUA-ers as examples of
hegemony at work, it is also compelling and confounding to the researcher that she, herself,
continues to reference MUA product reviews for information about the newest, most effective
and “worthwhile” health and beauty products. She continues the search for her holy grail.
At the conclusion of this study, it is found that a number of research questions and
hypotheses did not uncover statistically significant relationships; however, the current study
forges a way for future work that turns a critical eye toward online product reviews—perhaps,
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and hopefully, MUA product reviews—and thereby expands the more descriptive studies
conducted heretofore by marketing scholars to examine relationships (both causal and
correlative) among variables like altruism and product involvement.
While previous scholars have examined the relationship between product review
valence and product sales, for example, this study and hopefully many studies long after it
examined valence as it relates to consumer attitude about a product’s manufacturer or its
marketing. Additionally, this study interpreted how members of MUA make meaning of and
participate in the online beauty social network, as part of a larger beauty-oriented culture –
subjects certainly worthy and commanding of future examination.
By employing a content analysis to examine evidence of the motivations and intentions
behind consumers’ online product reviews, this study analyzed communications authored and
posted in a natural (non-laboratory) setting. MUA-ers were not, for example, prompted to
answer survey questions about their motivations or intentions for posting reviews, nor were
they asked about the usefulness of the information they might have gleaned from reading other
people’s reviews; instead, reviewers involved with beauty- and health-related products and the
MUA community offered their opinions voluntarily and organically and presumably from the
comfort of their laptops and smartphones.
Furthermore, this study’s reliance on a content analysis fits its focus on variables that
are arguably difficult for respondents to identify in themselves or in their thought processes—
for example, reciprocity, product involvement (both based on cost and not based on cost),
cognitive dissonance, dissonance resolution, and awareness of manufacturer and/or marketer
interests. Additionally, the mixed method approach – relying on both quantitative and
qualitative analyses of content—arguably presents several benefits over either approach on its
own. By employing both methods in a summative way the analysis both takes a broad approach
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to MUA product reviews by studying a relatively large sample (N=315), as well as a deep
approach by examining patterns and themes among a subset of these reviews.
Lastly, and perhaps more importantly, this study turns a critical eye toward what
product reviews reflect about MUA-ers’ views of and interactions with the larger, consumerist
and beauty-driven culture around them, and in which they are interested—as evidenced by
their participation in MUA. The MUA website itself is here recognized as a consumerist and
commercial site that is both driven by consumers and facilitates discussion about consumer
products. By virtue of MUA’s very existence the forum arguably “hurts” consumers by drawing
attention to and perpetuating discussion about products they do not need.
When reviewers contribute to MUA they contribute to a highly commercialized,
materialist culture that breeds self-objectification and promotes the consumption of “effective”
products as necessary. Reviewers thereby contribute to and perpetuate the status quo in which
beauty and appearance are chief markers of satisfaction and success. By calling attention to the
multi-faceted, complicated, and problematic relationship that many consumers (often women,
and often Western) have with their appearance –and, in turn, beauty products—this study
contributes to an important conversation about this relationship, its complexity, and the
challenges that will need to be overcome in order to change it for the better.
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CODING MANUAL
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CODING MANUAL: HOW TO EVALUATE PRODUCT REVIEWS ON MAKEUPALLEY.COM
Hello! Thank you for helping evaluate product reviews for Lisa’s dissertation. Lisa needs to code
a total of 315 product reviews. This means that you, the Second Coder, will need to evaluate 62
of the 315 reviews so Lisa can establish intercoder reliability.
Here is a bit of information about the product reviews you will be coding and how you should
code them. All 315 product reviews that will need to be evaluated appear on a website called
MakeupAlley. This website is often called “MUA,” and can be found at www.makeupalley.com.
Lisa will take screen shots of the 62 product reviews that you will be coding both for her records
and for your convenience. NOTE: Should you want to visit the MakeupAlley site yourself, please
sign in with Lisa’s username and her password.
Let’s get started!
•

•

First, please print out several copies of the coding sheet that Lisa has provided to you,
titled, “CODING SHEET FOR MAKEUPALLEY PRODUCT REVIEWS.” You will need to print
out 62 of these CODING SHEETS (you will fill out 1 coding sheet for each product review
that you evaluate).
At the top of your first coding sheet, please circle that you are “Mama.” Then enter
today’s date. Please also number each coding sheet as 1, 2, 3, etc. so that it is easier to
track how many reviews you have coded.

SECTION I: GENERAL INFORMATION
• On the Coding Sheet the first section is titled “GENERAL INFORMATION.” This section
displays a color coded example to help you fill in the following:
DATE POSTED (The date that the review was written and posted on the MUA
website)
TIME POSTED (The time that the review was posted on to the MUA website.
Please circle whether this time was AM or PM).
TYPE OF PRODUCT (This is the kind of beauty product being reviewed - for
example, lipstick, blush, eye shadow, and mascara. In the sample
review provided on the CODING SHEET, the blue arrow and blue
circle point to where you can locate the TYPE OF PRODUCT).
BRAND OF PRODUCT (This refers to the product’s brand name – for example,
Cover Girl, Garnier, or Chanel. On the CODING SHEET, the yellow
arrow and yellow circle point to the BRAND OF PRODUCT).
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# PEOPLE FOUND HELPFUL (At the bottom of each product review you might
see the number of people who found the review helpful. The
CODING SHEET shows where you can find this information with a
light blue arrow. If this information is product it will read
something like, “1 out of 1 people found this review helpful.”
Alternatively, it might read, “1 out of 2 people did NOT find this
review helpful.” If you do not see this kind of statement at the
bottom of the product review, please circle “N/A”).
NAME OF PRODUCT (This is what the product manufacturer has named the
product – for example, Super Stiff Hair Gel, or Xtra Volume
Shampoo. On the CODING SHEET, the green arrow and green
circle point to the NAME OF PRODUCT).
WORD COUNT (This is the total number of words in the body of the product
review, NOT counting the TYPE, BRAND, or NAME of the product.
Figuring out word count can be tricky, but the easiest way to do
it is to highlight the entire text of the review, copy it, paste it into
Word and use “word count” to determine how many words
there are).
RE-CODE WORD COUNT (For Lisa’s purposes, it will be helpful if you classify
each product review into one of two categories based on word
count: SHORT (under 100 words), or LONG (100+ words). Please
circle whether the product review is SHORT (under 100 words) or
LONG (100+ words).
# OF LIPSTICKS (The number of lipsticks appearing in the product review
represent the reviewer’s “rating” of that product. When
someone reviews a product she is asked to give it an overall
rating similar to a movie rating, where 5 stars = Excellent, and 1
star = Terrible. Instead of stars, reviewers assign a rating of 1 to 5
lipsticks. Please write in the blank the number of lipsticks that
the reviewer has assigned to the product. NOTE: This should not
be confused with the “Average Rating”; what we want is the
individual reviewer’s personal rating of the product. Looking at
the sample review on the CODING SHEET, the purple arrow and
purple circle point to the rating that we are looking for.
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SECTION II: PRODUCT REVIEWER INFORMATION
• The second section will assess “PRODUCT REVIEWER INFORMATION.” There is a color
coded sample review on the CODING SHEET to help you fill in the following:
REVIEWER’S SCREEN NAME (This is the reviewer’s screen name. On the
CODING SHEET, the red arrow and red circle point
to where you can locate the REVIEWER’S SCREEN
NAME).
AGE RANGE / SKIN / HAIR / EYES (Below the screen name, there is sometimes
information voluntarily provided by the reviewer,
such as her age range, skin type, hair type and
color, or eye color. If the reviewer did not provide
this information, it will not appear below her
screen name; in this event, please circle “N/A” next
to the blank(s) (e.g., AGE RANGE, SKIN, HAIR,
EYES)).
IMPORTANT: If a reviewer lists her age range as “Age 18 and under,” do NOT
code this review; skip to the next product review.
PICTURE(S) ATTACHED?

(Click on the reviewer’s screen name to see if she
has attached pictures to her profile. If she has
attached pictures, there will be text reading
“SCREEN NAME has 10 pictures.” See the color
coded sample review on the CODING SHEET; the
blue arrow and circle point to where this text
would be. If there are no pictures attached, this
text will not appear).

SECTION III: IN-TEXT REVIEW CONTENT
•

Section III evaluates the textual content of the product review, including:
SPECIFIC INFORMATION ABOUT REVIEWER’S PHYSICAL APPEARANCE (If the
product review contains any information about the
reviewer’s physical appearance— for example, that
she is acne-prone, or has small pores, or dyed hair—
please circle “YES” for this question, and briefly
summarize this information in the blank provided. If
information is not provided by the reviewer, circle
“NO.” NOTE: Here, we are only concerned with the
textual content or body of the review, NOT the age
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range or skin type information that was already
recorded in Section II).
DOLLAR SIGNS LISTED BESIDE OF “PRICE”(You can find a rating of the product’s
price by scrolling to the top of the screen and looking
for “PRICE” followed by dollar sign symbols. This
should appear beside of the picture of the product.
Please write down the number of dollar signs you see
beside of “PRICE.” There should be 1 to 5 dollar signs.
NOTE: The number of dollar signs you are writing down
is an AVERAGE rating. Unfortunately, MakeupAlley
does not publish each individual reviewer’s rating, only
an aggregate of all reviewers’ ratings.
REFERENCE TO “HOLY GRAIL” OR “HG” (If the reviewer uses EITHER the phrase
“holy grail” OR “HG” – which is short for “holy grail” –
in her product review, please circle “YES.” Otherwise,
please circle “NO”).
DESCRIBES PRODUCT COST (If the reviewer describes the cost of the product,
for example, that it is “cheap” or “expensive,” please
circle “YES” for this question. Otherwise, please circle
“NO”).
SECTION IV: SUBJECTIVE ASSESSMENTS ABOUT PRODUCT REVIEW
• The fourth and final section asks you to make more subjective evaluations. Please use
your own personal judgment to evaluate each product review in terms of the following:
OVERALL ATTITUDE ABOUT THE PRODUCT (How would you say describe the
reviewer’s attitude about this product, overall? Would
you say her attitude is POSITIVE? NEGATIVE?
NEUTRAL? Please circle which of these three words
you think most accurately describes the reviewer’s
attitude about the product. If the reviewer’s attitude
about the product is not apparent to you, please circle
“NOT APPARENT.”
EVIDENCE OF ALTRUISM (Altruism has two definitions for the purposes of this
study. Altruism is first defined as “concern for others.“
Examples of concern for others in a product review
might be:
•

“I want to warn others of bad products”
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•
•
•

“I want to save others from having the same
negative experience as me”
“I want to help others with my own positive
experiences”
“I want to give others the opportunity to buy the
right product”

Altruism is also defined as “the enjoyment of helping others.” Examples of the
enjoyment of helping others might be:
•
“I want to share my good experience with other
people”
•
“It is fun to share my experience with people on
the Web”
If you identify EITHER “concern for others” OR “the enjoyment of helping
others” in the product review, please circle “YES.” If there is no evidence for
EITHER “concern for others” OR “the enjoyment of helping others” please circle
“NO.”
EVIDENCE OF RECIPROCITY (For our purposes, reciprocity is defined as
“gratitude to others” OR “mutual indebtedness for customer sharing.” If there is
evidence of RECIPROCITY in the product review please circle “YES.” Otherwise,
please circle “NO.”
Examples of RECIPROCITY might be:
•
“I am so grateful for everyone’s reviews here,
they really helped me make a good decision about
buying this hair spray”
•
“Everyone here was right – thanks to your reviews
I bought the best eyeliner ever. I’ve found that
the best color is charcoal gray”
EVIDENCE OF PRODUCT INVOLVEMENT FOR REASONS OTHER THAN COST
(Product involvement due to reasons other than cost is defined here as “general
level of interest in a product,” besides its cost. Red flags suggesting that a
reviewer has high-involvement with a product are:
•
•

Product uniqueness
Product’s nostalgic value (the product is familiar
to the reviewer or somehow linked to her past)
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•

•
•

•
•
•
•

Association (a positive linkage between a product
or brand and other brands, people, places,
organizations, activities, issues, or images)
Product is of high quality / excellence (high
quality brand)
Product has sensory appeal (product’s
attractiveness or artistic value or
sensory qualities)
Product has sign value (a socially visible or
symbolic brand)
Product is personified (brand features attributes
that are human-like in nature)
Product is interactive (product requires consumer
interaction and participation)
Product facilitates something (product helps
reviewer reach important goals)

This list captures only some of the reasons why a reviewer might be very
interested or invested in a product; the list is only a guide for what to look out
for. Please use your own judgment to determine whether the reviewer is highly
involved with the product or not. If you believe that she is highly involved,
please circle “YES” and briefly summarize why you think so in the blank.
Otherwise, circle “NO.”
EVIDENCE OF COGNITIVE DISSONANCE (Cognitive dissonance is similar to
“discomfort” or “tension” a person might feel after making a purchase.
Cognitive dissonance occurs when a person’s beliefs and behaviors don’t match,
leaving the person to feel out of sorts or out of alignment. A common reason for
cognitive dissonance is when a person thinks a product is too expensive (BELIEF)
but buys it anyway (BEHAVIOR). Please code cognitive dissonance as present
(“YES”) if the following are true. Otherwise, please circle “NO”:
•
•

“Perhaps I should have spent the money on
something else”
“When thinking about my decision I feel
uncomfortable”

Other indications of cognitive dissonance might be:
•
The reviewer writes that some behavior (for
example, buying an expensive beauty product)
was unlike her in some way
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•

The reviewer writes that she knew better than to
buy a product, but bought it anyway for some
reason

EVIDENCE OF DISSONANCE RESOLUTION (For the previous question, if you
answered “YES” there is evidence of COGNITIVE
DISSONANCE, please also look for evidence of
DISSONANCE RESOLUTION. Otherwise, circle “NOT
APPLICABLE” and skip ahead to the next question:
EVIDENCE OF RECIPROCITY.
Dissonance Resolution occurs when someone
experiences cognitive dissonance after a purchase she
has made, but then resolves that cognitive dissonance
by changing EITHER her behaviors, OR her beliefs, OR
she rationalizes her purchase somehow.
Examples of DISSONANCE RESOLUTION might be:
•

•

•

“At first I was angry that I bought the new 12hour eye shadow because it really doesn’t last all
day. At least it looks good on for a couple of
hours, though, so it’s not all that bad” (ATTITUDE
CHANGE)
“I wish I hadn’t bought that eye shadow. I’ll never
buy eye shadow again unless I can try it on in the
store” (BEHAVIOR CHANGE)
“I thought perhaps I should have spent my money
on something else, but my sister really likes it so it
wasn’t a complete waste of money”
(RATIONALIZATION)

If there is evidence of DISSONANCE RESOLUTION, please circle “YES” and then circle
which of the three types of Dissonance Resolution you believe it is. If there is NOT
evidence of DISSONANCE RESOLUTION, please circle “NO.” As mentioned above, if there
were never evidence of COGNITIVE DISSONANCE to begin with, please circle “NOT
APPLICABLE.”
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EVIDENCE OF SELF-OBJECTIFICATION (Self-objectification theory argues that
women and girls are socialized to see their physical selves from others’
perspective). If there is evidence of SELF-OBJECTIFICATION please circle “YES.”
Otherwise, please circle “NO.”
Examples of SELF-OBJECTIFICATION might be:
•
“During the day, I think about how I look many
times”
•
“I often worry about whether the clothes I am
wearing make me look good”
•
“I feel ashamed of myself when I haven’t made
the effort to look my best”
•
“When I’m not exercising enough, I question
whether I am a good person”
REFERENCE TO MANUFACTURER / MARKETER INTERESTS (Lisa is interested in
reviewers’ awareness of manufacturers’ and
marketers’ interests in selling beauty products to
consumers. On the CODING SHEET, please check which
if any of the following are explicitly mentioned in the
product review: INTERESTS OF THE PRODUCT
MANUFACTURER / INTERESTS OF THE PRODUCT
MARKETER(S) / THE MARKETING OR BRANDING OF
THE PRODUCT).
YOUR OBSERVATIONS OR THOUGHTS (Is there anything remarkable about the
product review that you would like to note? Is there
anything else you think would be important for Lisa to
know? Please make any notes in this section.
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TABLE 1. Evidence of Altruism & Describes as Holy Grail

Evidence of altruism?
No

Yes

126

180

(96.9%)

(97.3%)

Describes product as Holy Grail (HG)?
No
166

Yes

4
(3.1%)

χ 2 = 0.39, p = .844 (ns)

5
(2.7%)

TABLE 2. Evidence of Altruism & Product Rating

Evidence of altruism?
No

Yes

71

96

(54.6%)

(51.9%)

Extreme vs. neutral product rating?
Extreme rating (1 or 5 lippies)
167
Neutral rating (2, 3, or 4 lippies)

59
(45.4%)

χ 2 = .227, p = .633 (ns)

89
(48.1%)

TABLE 3. Evidence of Altruism & Word Count

Evidence of altruism?
No

Yes

80

71

Word count (recoded)?
168

“Short” is <100 words

(61.5%)
“Long” is 101+ words

50
(38.5%)

χ 2 = 16.409, p = .001 (sig)

(38.4%)
114
(61.6%)

TABLE 4. Evidence of Altruism & Pictures Attached to Profile

Evidence of altruism?
No

Yes

Pictures attached to
169

profile?
No

91
(70.0%)

Yes

39
(30.0%)

χ 2 = 5.300, p = .071 (ns)

107
(57.8%)
78
(42.2%)

TABLE 5. Evidence of Altruism & Provides Info. when Prompted

Evidence of altruism?
No

Yes

When prompted, provides info. about skin,
hair, eyes?
170

No

6
(4.6%)

Yes

124
(95.4%)

χ 2 = .829, p = .363 (ns)

5
(2.7%)
180
(97.3%)

TABLE 6. Evidence of Altruism & Provides In-Text Info. about Appearance

Evidence of altruism?
No

Yes

81

110

(62.3%)

(59.5%)

In-text information volunteered about
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appearance?
No

Yes

49
(37.7%)

χ 2 = .909, p = .635 (ns)

75
(40.5%)

TABLE 7. Evidence of Altruism & Overall Attitude

Evidence of altruism?
No

Yes

77

123

Reviewer’s overall attitude toward product?
172

Positive attitude

(59.2%)
Negative attitude

35
(26.9%)

Neutral attitude

18
(13.8%)

χ 2 = 5.448, p = .066 (ns)

(66.5%)
30
(16.2%)
32
(17.3%)

TABLE 8. Evidence of Reciprocity & Product Rating

Evidence of reciprocity?
No

Yes

158

9

Extreme vs. neutral product rating?
173

Extreme rating (1 or 5 lippies)

(53.7%)
Neutral rating (2, 3, or 4 lippies)

136
(46.3%)

χ 2 = .932, p = .334 (ns)

(42.9%)
12
(57.1%)

TABLE 9. Overall Attitude & Product Marketing / Branding

Overall attitude toward product?
Positive

Negative

Neutral

attitude

attitude

attitude

7

11

How is the product’s marketing/branding
174

described in the review?
Positive way

28
(54.9%)

Negative way

14
(27.5%)

Neutral way

9
(17.6%)

χ 2 = 4.797, p = .309 (ns)

(41.2%)
9
(52.9%)
1
(5.9%)

(61.1%)
5
(27.8%)
2
(11.1%)

TABLE 10. Overall Attitude & Manufacturer Interests

Overall attitude toward product?

175

Positive

Negative

Neutral

attitude

attitude

attitude

0

3

0

(0.0%)

(75.0%)

(0.0%)

0

1

0

(0.0%)

(25.0%)

(0.0%)

How are manufacturer interests described
in the review?
Positive way

Negative way

Neutral way

0
(0.0%)

χ 2 = 5.000, p = .082 (ns)

0
(0.0%)

1
(100.0%)

TABLE 11. Overall Attitude & Marketer Interests

Overall attitude toward product?

How are marketer interests described

Positive

Negative

Neutral

attitude

attitude

attitude

3

0

(75.0%)

(0.0%)

1

1

in the review?
176

Positive way

3
(60.0%)

Negative way

2
(40.0%)

Neutral way

χ 2 = 1.875, p = .392 (ns)

(25.0%)

(100.0%)

0

0

0

(0.0%)

(0.0%)

(0.0%)

TABLE 12. Number Reviews Posted & Product Rating

Number of product reviews posted?
<10 reviews

11+ reviews

Extreme vs. neutral product rating?
Extreme rating (1 or 5 lippies)

71

177

(57.7%)
Neutral rating (2, 3, or 4 lippies)

52
(42.3%)

χ 2 = 1.795, p = .180 (ns)

96
(50.0%)
96
(50.0%)

TABLE 13. Number Reviews & Pictures Attached to Profile

Number of product reviews posted?
<10 reviews

11+ reviews

Photographs attached to profile?
No
178
Yes

χ 2 = 47.012, p = .001 (sig)

106

92

(86.2%)

(47.9%)

17

100

(13.8%)

(52.1%)

TABLE 14. Group Involvement & Cognitive Dissonance

Level of group involvement with product due to cost?
Group low

Group high

involvement

involvement

Evidence of cognitive dissonance?
No cognitive dissonance

223

179

(81.1%)
Yes, cognitive dissonance

52
(18.9%)

χ 2 = 5.576, p = .135 (ns)

32
(80.0%)
8
(20.0%)

TABLE 15. Involvement Not Due to Cost & Cognitive Dissonance

Evidence of product involvement due to some reason other than cost?
No

Yes

130

125

(77.8%)

(84.5%)

Evidence of cognitive dissonance?
No

180

Yes

37
(22.2%)

χ 2 = 2.227, p = .136 (ns)

23
(15.5%)

TABLE 16. Group Involvement Due to Cost & Dissonance Resolution

Level of group involvement with product due to cost?
Group low

Group high

involvement

involvement

Evidence of dissonance resolution?
No

4

181

(1.5%)
Yes

46
(16.7%)

χ 2 = .687, p = .407 (ns)

0
(0.0%)
8
(20.0%)

TABLE 17. Involvement Not Due to Cost & Dissonance Resolution

Evidence of product involvement due to some reason other than cost?
No

Yes

3

1

(8.3%)

(4.5%)

33

21

(91.7%)

(95.5%)

Evidence of dissonance resolution?
No
182

Yes

χ 2 = .305, p = .581 (ns)

TABLE 18. Involvement Not Due to Cost & Self-Objectification

Evidence of product involvement due to some reason other than cost?
No

Yes

98

76

Evidence of reviewer self-objectification?
No
183

(58.7%)
Yes

69
(41.3%)

χ 2 = 1.706, p = .192 (ns)

(51.4%)
21
(48.6%)

TABLE 19. Group Involvement & Self-Objectification

Level of group involvement with product due to cost?
Group low

Group high

involvement

involvement

Evidence of reviewer
self-objectification?
184

No

Yes

χ 2 = 4.962, p = .175 (ns)

154

20

(56.0%)

(50.0%)

121

2

(44.0%)

(50.0%)

TABLE 20. Describes as Holy Grail & Self-Objectification

Describes product as holy grail or “HG?”
No

Yes

170

4

Evidence of reviewer
self-objectification?
No
185

(55.6%)
Yes

136
(44.4%)

χ 2 = .437, p = .509 (ns)

(44.4%)
5
(55.6%)

APPENDIX D
FIGURES
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Figure 1. NARS Radiant Creamy Concealer

187

Figure 2. It Cosmetics Your Skin But Better

188

Figure 3. The Body Shop Tea Tree Body Wash

189

Figure 4. Maybelline Master Shape

190

Figure 5. Aphogee Two-Step Protein Treatment

191

Figure 5. Aphogee Two-Step Protein Treatment (Continued)

192

Figure 6. L’Oreal Infallible Pro-Matte 24Hr Foundation

193

Figure 7. LUSH Ultra Bland

194

Figure 8. Color Club Burnt Out

195

Figure 9. Make Up For Ever Step 1 Skin Equalizer

196

Figure 10. Anna Sui Eyelash Curler

197

Figure 11. Yes to Carrots Nourishing Daily Cream Facial Cleanser

198

Figure 12. E.L.F. Healthy Glow Bronzing Powder - Sunkissed

199

Figure 13. Laurelle Parfums

200

Figure 14. Sephora Ratings & Reviews Section

201

Figure 15. UGG Boots, Slippers and Shoes

202

Figure 16. Kat Von D Lightning

203

Figure 16. Kat Von D Lightning (Continued)

204

Figure 17. Laniege BB Cushion Pore Control SPF 50

205

Figure 18. Nanette Lepore

206

Figure 19. E.L.F. Shimmer - Gold

207

Figure 20. Rimmel Wonder Lash Mascara with Argan OIl

208

Figure 21. Nuxe Huile Prodigieuse

209

Figure 22. Smitten Lip Tint Mousse

210

Figure 23. Dr. Jart + Ceramidin Gel Cream

211

Figure 24. Maybelline Master Conceal Camouflaging

212

Figure 25. Maybelline Lash Sensational Waterproof

213

Figure 26. Klairs Illumination Supple

214

Figure 27. RoC Wrinkle Correxion Retin-ox

215

Figure 28. Skinn Cosmetics Eye Shadow Palettes

216

Figure 29. Bourjois Healthy Mix Serum Gel Foundation

217

Figure 30. NYX HD Studio Finishing Powder

218

Figure 31. Maybelline Great Lash

219

Figure 32. Skinn Cosmetics Orchid Gel Primer

220

Figure 33. Revlon Color Stay Liquid Foundation Combination / Oily

221

Figure 34. Maybelline The Buffs Collection – Truffle Tease (930)

222

Figure 35. OPI Did You ‘Ear About Van Gogh?

223

Figure 36. LUSH Angels on Bare Skin

224

Figure 37. Revlon ColorStay ShadowLinks

225

Figure 38. L’Oreal Super Liner

226

Figure 39. Honest Beauty Everything Cream Foundation

227

Figure 40. Dior L’Or de Vie

228
228

Figure 41. The Body Shop Coconut Body Butter

229

Figure 42. Mario Badescu Special Hand Cream

230

Figure 43. Stila Kitten

231
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